Pastor Jaime Larson-McLoone

January 15, 2023: Second Sunday after the Epiphany
“Come And See for Yourself”
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Lots of people actually aren’t looking for a church. But that doesn’t mean they don’t long to experience the love of God that we know in Jesus. Where have you experienced it?

Gospel from John 1:29-42

[John the Baptist] saw Jesus coming toward him and declared, “Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world! This is he of whom I said, ‘After me comes a man who ranks ahead of me because he was before me.’ I myself did not know him; but I came baptizing with water for this reason, that he might be revealed to Israel.” And John testified, “I saw the Spirit descending from heaven like a dove, and it remained on him. I myself did not know him, but the one who sent me to baptize with water said to me, ‘He on whom you see the Spirit descend and remain is the one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.’ And I myself have seen and have testified that this is the Son of God.” 

The next day John again was standing with two of his disciples, and as he watched Jesus walk by, he exclaimed, “Look, here is the Lamb of God!” The two disciples heard him say this, and they followed Jesus. When Jesus turned and saw them following, he said to them, “What are you looking for?” They said to him, “Rabbi” (which translated means Teacher), “where are you staying?” He said to them, “Come and see.” They came and saw where he was staying, and they remained with him that day. It was about four o’clock in the afternoon. One of the two who heard John speak and followed him was Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother.  He first found his brother Simon and said to him, “We have found the Messiah” (which is translated Anointed). He brought Simon to Jesus, who looked at him and said, “You are Simon son of John. You are to be called Cephas” (which is translated Peter). 
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Before the gospel of John tried to teach me how to invite, LeVar Burton showed me how it’s done.  Of course that wasn’t the goal of his TV show, Reading Rainbow. His goal was to instill a love of reading - but my parents had already accomplished that by the time Reading Rainbow first aired.
LeVar Burton didn’t realize he was teaching me how to invite. Actually, I didn’t realize it, either, until I thought this week about the first time I intentionally invited someone to church.  My congregation’s evangelism committee had scheduled an “invitation Sunday.” Everyone was encouraged to invite someone to worship, and visitors would receive a small gift.
So I invited a co-worker. I probably said something like this: My church is having an “invitation Sunday” this week. Do you want to come with me? You’ll get a free gift!  It was a terrible invitation. I invited her to worship because, you know, people are supposed to go to worship, right? And I was supposed to invite them.
I had shared nothing about the difference that congregation made in my life. Nothing about how I had experienced Jesus there. In fact, some of my most profound experiences of Jesus had happened outside of worship, in Bible study and on a retreat.
I had been encouraged to invite someone to worship, but no one had told me how to make the invitation inviting. And when that occurred to me, I heard the voice of LeVar Burton in my head: “You don’t have to take my word for it.”
In case you’re not familiar with Reading Rainbow, each episode would feature a children’s book, often read by a celebrity. Burton would expand on the book's theme, in a kind of kid-friendly news feature. And then the show would introduce other books. But it wasn’t LeVar Burton telling viewers to read them.
He’d offer his catchphrase - “But you don’t have to take my word for it” - and then a few children would share some book recommendations and the details for anyone interested in buying those books or finding them at the library.
It’s almost like a formula for making an invitation inviting: Here’s what I experienced. Come and see for yourself.
Can you see it there in our gospel lesson today?  John is excited about what he has seen, and he tells others. “Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!”  The next day he says it again: “Look, here is the Lamb of God!”
And Andrew and another disciple of John’s leave John behind and seek out their own experience of Jesus. And Jesus doesn’t say: Look, it’s true. I’m the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world, and here’s what you need to do to be saved.
Jesus simply invites them to “come and see.” They stay with him the rest of the day, maybe even overnight. Long enough for them to experience for themselves who Jesus is. They don’t have to take John’s word for it.
Then Andrew goes out to find his brother Simon and shares what HE has experienced: “We have found the Messiah.” And Andrew brings his brother to Jesus, so that Simon can have his own experience.
This is going to keep happening. 
Philip is going to invite a skeptical Nathaneal to “come and see.” And Nathanael will get to see and hear Jesus for himself and be transformed into a follower of Jesus. A Samaritan woman is going to tell the people in her city, “Come and see a man who told me everything I have ever done!”
You don’t have to take my word for it. Come, see for yourself.
Those stories and those phrases might have been helpful when I was fumbling my first church invitation. And I think they might be even more helpful today. 
When I was growing up - probably even more so when many of you were growing up - people just went to church. If someone new moved to town, you just expected they’d be looking for a church and you might invite them to yours. Want to come on Sunday? We worship at 8:30.
If you have been bold enough to invite someone to worship lately, you might have noticed that that invitation doesn’t work as well. We know that church attendance and membership were declining, even before the pandemic. Lots of people actually aren’t looking for a church.
And that’s a challenge.
 But it’s also an opportunity. It’s an opportunity for us to grow. Maybe not in the countable ways we all want to grow. But in our faith. In our ability to notice what Jesus is doing in our world. To talk about what Jesus is doing in our lives. And to invite someone else to come and see for themselves.
Think about how you might invite someone to your favorite restaurant. 
Do you say: It’s good. You should come. We’ll be there at 6.
Or do you say something more like this: The burgers are perfect. Not too big. Not too small. Cooked to order with a buttery bun. And the fresh cut fries are the best. Want to join us there Friday night?
You don’t know if they’re looking for a new burger place. But everyone needs to eat.
Lots of people actually aren’t looking for a church. But that doesn’t mean they don’t long to experience the love of God that we know in Jesus. Where have you experienced it? Worship? Bible study? Senior dinner? Faith Family Fun?
How have you experienced the love, grace, and mercy of Jesus through this community? To simplify the question: Why are you here? 
Think about that for a moment. Now who might you tell?
By the power of the Holy Spirit, Jesus still shows up among us - here in worship: in the word and sacraments. But not just in worship. Jesus shows up in the world, too: in our relationships with one another, in the grocery store, at lunch. I saw Jesus this week in the encouraging words of a woman in a nursing home, as she sat in bed doing a word puzzle. 
Jesus still shows up in the world - in our lives - and God still calls those of us who have seen him to tell people what we’ve experienced and invite them to come and see for themselves.
We are called to be like John and Andrew - to point people to Jesus. Not to ourselves. Not just to a ministry or a church - but to Jesus.
I think we put a lot of pressure on ourselves to get people to our church, or make sure they are baptized, that they believe in Jesus.  If you’re feeling that pressure, hear this good news:  We are not the saviors. We are not the ones who take away the sin of the world. 
But we know the one who takes away the sin of the world. We have experienced his grace, his mercy, his unconditional love, his presence. And we are called to tell others what we’ve experienced, and offer the simplest of invitations:  Come and see for yourself.
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