
St. Paul’s
United Methodist Church

5501 Main Street
Houston, Texas 77004-6917

713-528-0527
www.stpaulshouston.org

Come and See
by 

Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams
January 19, 2014

Second Sunday after the Epiphany
8:30 and 11:05 a.m.



Come and See • January 19, 2014 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • page 1

Texts: Isaiah 49:1-7; Psalm 40:1-11; 1 Corinthians 12:1-9; and John 1:29-42

Sisters and brothers, I am taking today as an opportunity to reflect on 
the overarching theme of the Bible from testaments old and new, Hebrew and 
Greek. It is the theme of God’s love. 

This love is not to be mistaken for shallow sentimentality. It is instead 
the eternal love of God known throughout the Biblical witness. While it is not 
explicitly stated in these readings, I am led today to reflect on those faithful 
prophets from Isaiah until now who have called us to that love and how the 
Christian community today is called to live as a community of divine love.

We worship today on a holiday weekend in our nation, remembering 
one Martin Luther King, Jr., a preacher of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, a national 
and international leader in his day, and a prophet of God. He — and no proph-
et — was a perfect figure. In fact, like all of us, he was flawed, and yet, like the 
prophet Isaiah, he preached the message of justice for all — first rooted not in 
political terms but in the Biblical tradition.

In fact, King often cited this prophet Isaiah who in another place forecast 
the day when the Messiah, the Anointed One, the Lamb of God, would come 
to “preach good news to the poor, proclaim release to the captives and recov-
ery of sight to the blind. To set at liberty those who are oppressed and to an-
nounce that the day of God’s justice had come.” 

Indeed it has come for many, and for that we celebrate. Praise God for 
the work done; please, God, fulfill in us the works of justice not done. 

John’s Gospel today takes special point to share with us those many 
titles by which Jesus was and is known. It makes clear that this One, this Jesus 
is the One who has been awaited. This Jesus is the One who would fulfill the 
words of the prophets then and now.

The covenant people Israel by this time in Isaiah had returned to their 
homeland from exile. They were rebuilding the temple or about to begin it. 
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The land that was so uniquely wrapped up in their relationship with God, was 
under their feet again.

And yet, all was not resolved. 
The works of justice were not done until all peoples reaching towards all 

coastlands were reconciled to Yahweh, the one true God from whom all com-
plete and whole justice comes. The people were home, but their community 
was not whole; it did not yet include all the peoples of the world, as the proph-
et pronounces.

I wonder if we the church, the nation, the world, are like the Israelites —
not fully the beloved community we are called to be.

Everything was better than it was before for the Israelites. In exile, now 
home. For those Americans who live in relative plenty, it can be deceiving to be 
at home. All on the surface seems well. We can experience a certain amount of 
justice after all. Civil government can force people to include others. Laws can 
be in place opening voting booths, churches, buses, employment, and so on. In-
stitutions and groups can be forced to comply with civil law, and so we might 
be tempted to think that the forces of so-called progress are marching. But the 
standard of God is much deeper and wider. Legislation cannot force a change 
of heart. 

Our brothers and sisters who have been refugees could teach us here. 
Our friends who are immigrants could help us understand this phenomenon. 
You see, all problems are not solved when there are refugee camps. These are 
important but not the end game. All problems are not solved when people 
have a roof over head, although this is important. All problems are not solved 
when legislation is passed for people coming to our nation to live peacefully 
and to take care of their families. The people of God must expect this legal at-
tention that includes, but we must work for something deeper and it is called 
— love. 

This letter to the Corinthians is written to a church in deep conflict. All 
signs and history suggest that the people of this church are in conflict with 
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each other.  They are, as Paul acknowledges here, people of knowledge and 
speech. But as pastor-scholar-teacher Fred Craddock put it, “Having right an-
swers does not mean knowing God.” Or loving. “Students can make a 4.0 grade 
average in the Bible and still miss the point.” Simply knowing in our minds or 
saying what is right does not mean we can do it.

I wonder if in this introduction Paul isn’t pointing to what they have in 
knowledge is in essence pointing out what is missing — that is, love! 

Biblical commentator Sarah Bruer says, We disciples of Jesus “are not 
called to make churchgoers, people who include religion as one among many 
respectable civic activities. Not great scholars or impressive philosophers or 
brilliant minds but students of Jesus,” disciples of God’s love.

It is where this letter to the Corinthians ultimately goes — love. You 
know the famous love chapter, as it’s known — chapter 13. Just prior he ad-
dresses conflicts and talks about the cross as the instrument of reconciliation, 
the Lord’s Supper in the same way, circling back again to the conflicts that di-
vide them and saying finally — “let me show you a more excellent way.”

Love. 
It is the deepest concern of the prophets down through the ages and of 

the one we remember tomorrow in King. Make no mistake, for the culture, the 
society at large, for the nation and the world he was the civil rights leader we 
laud, but for the church and that same world he was more so a prophet.

King preached and worked primarily on matters of racial and economic 
equality, a topic that is still as live today as ever and in my opinion still at the 
top of our societal concerns. It is perhaps more dangerous today. Why? Be-
cause overt racial and economic discrimination is not polite any longer and so 
without heart change it seeps out with such subtly that it is hard to combat. 
More insidious, more dangerous. We have shifted our language around, we 
have more ethnic groups and disadvantaged people around which to spread 
our subtle prejudices. With that diffusion it can fly under church and society’s 
radar.
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King did as we must do in the prophet’s tradition — tell the truth. It 
is what you do when you really love one another, when you really love your 
country, when you really love the church, and when you really love the world 
that God loved so much that He gave His only Son.

Interestingly, King was a Baptist preacher with a Lutheran name who 
went to a Methodist university. He had a foot in many worlds.

When other ministers failed to support him and the aims of the Mont-
gomery bus boycott, he lamented over again the fact that it wasn’t just the chil-
dren of darkness whom he had to fight, but that the contagion of hatred had 
even infected the children of light, as well. The church at odds with everyone, 
even itself.

Are we like the Corinthians, a people of faith at odds with ourselves? 
Are we the nation the same way?
Our first puzzle for the kiddos at home was a map of the United States, 

each state a piece of the puzzle. I couldn’t help but think as we first worked 
on that puzzle what a fractured country we live in. Each state a blue, red, or 
purple state on the political map, if you pay attention to those party-affiliated 
color coding they do on TV. And as we put that puzzle back together just like 
as any puzzle, the lines of separation are still there.

You can still see the lines between each state, but it looks better together 
than all broken apart. I don’t know what will become of our national story or 
the story of the church, the Methodist church or another. But I think that in 
order to come together, we’ll have to rediscover a love for each other deeper 
than laws and legislation can do. It is that love of God that will bind together a 
people, not constitutions and books of discipline.

Again, people of faith or no faith can advocate, and should, for all sorts 
of just and fair treatment in our society, but it is ultimately limited when it 
doesn’t involve love. That is the deeper challenge worth our energy and effort. 
With this love, people and people of faith can disagree on almost anything but 
never on love for one another.
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 I don’t know altogether know what to do about that puzzle, but I know 
about my own. And perhaps that’s where any problem solving should always 
start. My own broken places, my own dividing lines, my own fractured self.  
And to that broken self the love of God comes.

Come and See. This is the invitation Jesus gives several times through 
the Gospel of John. It is an invitation to experience the love of God.

Some days, many days in fact…, I do experience Christ in another. I can 
see him some times. Really I can. I know it when I am around someone who 
has a different holy quality about them. I want to be with them. They love in 
ways that shame and inspire me in the best sense.

King refused to give into the forces of conflict for, as powerful as he un-
derstood evil to be in this world, he believed fervently and completely in an 
even greater force called love.

He could believe that strongly because as writer and pastor Paul Esca-
milla says it, King understood that his clerical orders were marching orders. In 
a very real sense, however, his identity reached beyond his ordination, to his 
baptism. 

This reading in the Gospel of John is as close as we come to a story of 
Jesus’ baptism in this Gospel. It is relayed to us from John the Baptist as one 
who came and saw. He witnessed it, he experienced Jesus’ baptism, and it 
began Jesus on his public ministry.

Come and See…in faith, in hope, with love.
There was a boy whose mother asked him to go to check on the barn 

outside at night, it was already dark when she asked him. And so he went out-
side and quickly learned that he couldn’t see the barn, and so he came back, 
and said to his Mom, I can’t see it, Mom. How am I supposed to check on it? 
I can’t get there like this. And so she handed him a flash light and so he went 
again. But it was so dark he still couldn’t see the barn; all he could see was 
what was right in front of him, and so he quickly returned back to his Mom. 

Mom, I can’t see past the steps I’m taking with just this little flash light.  
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Mom said to her son: Go again, shine the light in front of you and walk 
until the end of where the light has shined. It might be a winding way to the 
barn, you might not go in a straight line but that little flash light is all we’ve got 
out here in the country at night. So keep shining the light, walk to the end of it, 
and shine it further, and just like that you will eventually see that barn!

And so it is people of faith. This Epiphany light of Christ, the shining star 
on this long dark night may be all we’ve got for now…but ultimately we believe 
that we will see love win the day in this life and in the life to come.

In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.


