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Come and See 

2nd Sunday after the Epiphany – 1/15/23 

 

Flowery as my expressions often are, I can respect a simple turn of phrase. “Come 

and see,” Jesus says in today’s gospel to two of John’s disciples. What happens next? 

“They came and saw.” No doubts, no hesitations, no, “Who are you to tell us what 

to do?” Just: he says, they do. It doesn’t get simpler than that.  

Yet simple phrases can be profound ones. Think how much trust and faith, hope and 

longing are wrapped up in these two. Some people wanted to see where Jesus was 

staying; heaven knows why, but they did. He was willing to show them, and told 

them what they had to do so that he could do so. They did it without doubt or 

question, and stayed for a while. They did not know, when they asked him, how far 

they might have to go, or whether or not they’d be safe on the way or when they 

arrived. They simply longed to be where he was and hear what he had to say. They 

hoped he would let them. They trusted that it would be well once he did. They had 

faith in him, in the situation, and in themselves.  

Trust, faith, hope, longing. Each is vital, and they cycle into one another, different 

though they be. The first two, trust and faith, are hard to gain, easy to lose, and 

almost impossible to get back once they’re lost. The third – hope – I find ebbs and 

flows with tidal regularity. One day I find myself floating in it, bobbing up and down 

and all around on its promises and treachery. The next I watch it wash away, taking 

with it a little bit more of the shoreline of my mind, leaving me with longings 

unrequited or dreams again deferred. It may be back, I think to myself, yet not for a 

while. 
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I can’t imagine what it would be like to feel that way about the Messiah, as did the 

disciples of John who wanted to “come and see” where Jesus was staying. I’d imagine 

that such a person would go to him in hopes that this latest individual to present as 

God’s Chosen One would finally be up to snuff, the previous seventeen having fallen 

short of the glory (though who has not?). One would trust, at least for a while, what 

in this new person seemed honest and forthright, upright and done with integrity. 

One would have faith in them while they acted in ways that earned that trust. One 

would hope that it would last, that it would be worth it. However, one would lose 

hope, along with faith, were that trust to be violated. One would long, yet long 

without hope, that such a violation had not occurred, or that innocence once lost 

could be regained, but it cannot. What is said cannot be unsaid. What is seen cannot 

be unseen. What we know we cannot un-know, at least not until we fade away into 

the failures of our mind. 

All of that is riding, as it were, on the backs of those two little phrases: “Come and 

see.” & “They came and saw.” Did they understand what they saw, or were they 

among those who had, to use the poet’s words, “witnessed, but not seen”? Time 

would tell, but in the meantime John and Jesus would tell – tell them what to do, 

that is. John, at this point a bit further along in his career, would remember to tell 

them why. Jesus, still new to the preacher’s life, would not, or not quite yet.  

Truth be told, few of us like to be told what to do. Even fewer like to be told who 

they are, as was Simon, no make that Peter, no, wait, Cephas this morning. What 

must that’ve been like, to get new names from the one you just met whom they call 

Rabbi, Messiah, and Lord? One of the swiftest ways to alienate me is to tell me that 

I have to do something but refuse to explain why, or what benefit it will be. The 

other best ways to alienate me, if you’re curious, are to lie to me or to question my 

integrity without cause. Someone actually managed to do both of these things at once 
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this week, to my dismay and disgust. Such behavior is destructive of both personal 

relationships and of the comity of a community, and the communion of a church, 

and as such cannot be tolerated; more on that another time. As for needing to know 

the reasons for things: there is in me, as there perhaps is in you, something of the 

character in a Flannery O’Connor story of whom it is said. “He’s just one of those 

who’s got to know why.” This character asks hard questions – “Why do we suffer?” 

“Why do I?” “Why do people choose evil?” and again, “Why do I?”, and turns into 

something of a devil when he gets his answer. It came obliquely: continued suffering 

and, to sigh about it in, an unresponsive sky. His response to that was not one to 

emulate, though he did get the best lines to say while he went about it. Why does 

the devil always get the best lines, but never as a fiddler gets to play the winning 

tune? Maybe next time I get my peaches down in Georgia, I’ll have to ask the ol’ 

son-of-a-gun.  

It is human nature to want to know, to be curious, to explore, and to not be satisfied 

with such answers as, “That’s just the way it is,” “Dunno,” or “Because I said so.” 

Yet not everything can be explained, not even by these magical windows on the 

world so many of us have in our pockets. I suppose that this is why so many of us 

still gather of a Sunday morning near an altar and by the foot of a cross, or by the 

seaside or in a grove of pines, seeking answers to the great philosopher Immanuel 

Kant’s three great questions: “What can I know?” “What must I do?” and “What 

can I hope for?” They’re at the heart of our readings today. We could do worse than 

to have them at the heart of our readings every day.  

Paul, to start with the anti-John, knows two great things: who he is, and whose – 

that is, Christ’s. So does his co-author Sosthenes, who never gets any credit for this 

letter, though some say the great discourse about love in chapter 13 was actually 

written by him. That would make sense, if you think about it. When does Paul ever 
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show that he knows much about love? Read him, rather, to learn about faith, its 

necessity, and its struggles. But both these writers hope that their readers in Corinth 

know who they are, and whose, as well. They have, Paul and Sosthenes say, the 

strength in Christ to live blameless lives. They hope that they choose to do so. So 

hope I for all of us. 

The writers of 2nd Isaiah know who they are as well, and whose. They are the Lord’s, 

though they’ve been a bit slack about it. “I have labored in vain,” says the speaker in 

49:4. “I have spent my strength for nothing and vanity.” Who of us, from time to 

time, has not? Yet the Lord will still have them and needs them, they know, to give 

as a light unto the nations, that salvation might reach to the ends of the earth (49:6). 

They can and will do the work of salvation, of restoration, and in doing so give hope 

to all the world, that the Lord will not abandon us to misery and death, failure and 

torment, not in the end. Between now and the end, though, I’d have to say, it can 

look pretty bleak sometimes.  

Alas, folks. There goes hope, ebbing away like the receding tide.  

For such moments, we have Psalm 40 – one of the great ones, truth be told, and like 

this passage from Isaiah 49, among the sorts of things the disciples of John would’ve 

most wanted to come and see Jesus about in whatever place it was he called home 

that day. They, like the psalmist, would’ve known what it was like to wait patiently 

in a pit or a miry bog – think “depression or “Iranian prison” – for the Lord to lift 

them up out of it. What happens when that happens? You sing a new song, a song 

you’ve never heard before, and that no-one’s ever heard before. You make 

something, that is, that is new and beautiful, in the bell-clear notes of a bright, blue 

morning.  

What can I know? That this is what salvation is, what it sounds like: making 

something new that only you can make, because it comes from your heart, expresses 
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your soul, and gives the ultimate answer to the silent, indifferent sky beneath which 

we are born to sigh in: you, yourself, your song, music to fill the air, the articulated 

essence of someone who knows they are alive and why. Song – a new song, unto 

the Lord, a song of praise, of trust and of awe. What must I do? Wait for that song, 

welcome it when it comes, and even if you can’t carry a tune in a bucket with a pully 

to help, sing it out loud as who you are. What must I hope for? It, this – to long for 

it, to receive it, to have faith to share it, and to trust that you will. The Song of 

Myself, as Whitman put it. “Here I am,” as Isaiah puts it, full of song and of delight 

in the Lord, doing whatever good I can, and happy to be here while I still have the 

chance. Amen. 

 


