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SERMON:  WHAT  ARE  YOU  LOOKING  FOR?

What brings you to church? What motivated you to come here today instead of curling up with the New York Times or enjoying Sunday brunch with friends?
Is because you like singing in the choir? Because you might feel guilty if you didn’t show up?  Because you enjoy seeing your church friends? Because you committed to help with coffee hour? Is it because it’s part of your regular, habitual, Sunday routine? Maybe all of the above? These are all valid reasons, and there is nothing wrong with them. I would acknowledge that at various times all of these reasons for coming to church have, to some degree, contributed to my own motivation for being here on a Sunday morning. And it’s OK if you aren’t sure, or can’t articulate your reasons for being here. You’re here and that’s wonderful!
I would suggest, however, that there is likely be an overarching reason for coming to be part of a faith community in the first place.
In the passage that we just heard from the gospel of John, when Jesus turned back, looked over His shoulder, and saw John the Baptist’s two disciples who were following Him, He asked them point blank, “What are you looking for?” The disciples, who had just heard John the Baptist call Jesus “the Lamb of God” answered that question with a question of their own…”Rabbi, where are you staying?” Jesus then responded by giving them an invitation…”Come and see.” They followed Him home, They weren’t just looking for the answer to their question, “Where are you staying?” They spent the day with Him, so, clearly, they weren’t just trying to get His address. 
When John the Baptist had called Jesus “The Lamb of God”, this phrase had had a multiplicity of meanings for his disciples. The Jews were a pastoral people, very familiar with the care and feeding of sheep. Shepherds in Biblical times lived with their flocks, out on the hills, protecting them from predators, moving them as needed to areas with better grazing, and going out into the wilderness to find any who had become separated from the flock and lost. SO, the shepherds were protectors, feeders, and searchers for the lost. The sheep were the shepherds’ only companions and they were devoted to these precious creatures. 
The image of the sacrificial lamb was a potent one. Until the time of Jesus, ritual sacrifices were a quite common religious practice, and the most commonly sacrificed animal was a lamb. For the shepherd to give the lamb for whom he had tenderly cared to then be sacrificed, was emotionally wrenching, 
Those of you who have had a dog or a cat will understand what it would feel like if you were called upon to sacrifice your beloved furry friend. At the very least, it would be difficult. Some of us might not even be able to do it, even if we believed that we were being asked to by God.
The reference to Jesus as the Lamb of God is clear. John’s disciples did not yet know it, but God Himself was sacrificing that beloved One who was nearest and dearest to Him.
This was the very beginning of Jesus’ ministry. We heard last week from Hannah, that Jesus came to John to be baptized, and now He is beginning the most impactful three years of His life---His defined ministry. John’s two disciples may well have been the first two people to whom Jesus ministered. So, when he asked the question in verse 38 “What are you looking for?” this was not just a casual, offhand question, not a mere “Hey, what’s up, Dudes?” Although John’s disciples answered with a simple question, “Where are you staying?” the question from Jesus, “What are you looking for?” asked them to dig deep to identify their hunger, to name it, and to acknowledge, at least to themselves, their yearnings.
In a work entitled “Pensees” or “Thoughts” by French mathematician and philosopher, Blaise Pascal, he describes an “infinite abyss”, a craving, an empty “print and trace” which can only be filled by God himself. Pascal’s thoughts on this topic can be summarized in the more familiar phrase that is often incorrectly attributed to him as a quote, “the God-shaped void in every man’s heart.”
Pascal goes on to say that men will try to fill that hole with all sorts of things, money, food, worldly relationships, activity, positions of power, but nothing satisfies this craving except God himself.
In Acts, chapter 22 we read of Paul addressing the Areopagites Council. This was the supreme ruling council in Athens, Greece, for all issues religious, legal, and moral. Paul noted to the council that as he had traveled through Greece on jis way to Athens, he had seen many altars dedicated to a variety of gods, human-like, animals, even inanimate objects. He particularly was struck by one which was dedicated to “the God who is unknown”. In that polytheistic world, people were so afraid of insulting a god that they might have missed worshipping, and thus suffer his retribution, that they covered themselves by having that altar for the “unknown god” and worshipped it as if it were real.
Paul goes on to tell the Council about the God of Israel and about Jesus, the Christ. The Greeks’ perceived need to worship a god about whom they knew absolutely nothing, but who might be offended by being ignored is a seemingly ludicrous example of people attempting to fill their craving for a god who is real and who is actually able to meet every human need.
Before I went into medicine, I was a family counselor. The more people I worked with, the more I became aware of what seemed to me to be a troubling phenomenon. Many of my counselees came to counseling with the unspoken expectation that I, the counselor, could make a human being in their lives who was “supposed” to meet their emotional needs fulfil that duty. Even a few engaged people happily told me that the reason they loved their fiancé(e)s so much was because that person made them whole (or some version of that) It didn’t seem to occur to these folks that before they could  come to the relationship with any realistic hope of being a healthy, contributing life partner they would first need to already be whole in themselves. All of us need to have that God-shaped void filled in order to function in the ways that God designed us to function.
“What ARE we looking for?” 
We who are part of a faith community, and who have decided that Jesus is our guy, still have to answer that question. When Jesus asks “What are you looking for?” he’s asking a question of those two disciples who have not previously met him but also of ANYBODY, who has not ever met him. He’s ALSO asking it of those of us who are already part of a faith community and who have already decided that Jesus is our guy.
When he asks “What are you looking for?” he’s asking a question that is not so simple as it may seem. He’s asking if we are ready to be disciples, with all of the risks and responsibilities that come with that role. If we come to Jesus looking for a life of ease, in which we can relax and become spiritually and intellectually sedentary, even complacent, we don’t yet understand our Jesus. If we’re looking for a life that isn’t touched by health crises, pain, or loss, well, we are likely in for some big disappointments. If we’re looking for acceptance or affirmation from other people that we are terrific folks because we are Christians, well, the world is not going to applaud us for our faith. If we are looking for assurance that all of our opinions, political, theological and otherwise are right on the money, and that everybody should agreed with us because we are SOOOOO right, we may need an attitude adjustment.
But if we are looking for guidance when we are struggling to make difficult life decisions, we have come to the right place. If we are looking for the security of knowing that we are NEVER alone, and that if we ever FEEL alone, we need only to remember that we must look into our own hearts where Jesus resides, then we’ve come to the right place. If we are looking for help facing the challenges life brings us, and truly want to learn how to grow and mature with those challenges, we’ve come to the right place. When we know that we have royally screwed up, are wallowing in guilt, and are in desperate need of  being forgiven, and of KNOWING that we are forgiven, we’ve come to the right place. When we are old and are nearing the end of our lives, are anxious about death and are fearing it’s aftermath, we have come to the right place. We have that blessed assurance of an eternity spent with God in a heaven so sublime that our small, finite human minds can’t even imagine it. And if we come, needing to feel loved and valued and cared for, boy, have we ever come to the right place! 
One of the first lessons many of us have learned as little children is imbedded in the simple song “Jesus loves me; this I know”. One of the joys of being part of THIS faith community, The First Congregational Church of Blue Hill is that we are reminded of this every time we gather. Love abounds here. We hear it from the pulpit, We  watch it happening in the activities and ministries of our congregation. And we see it in the faces, hear it in the words, and feel it in the actions of those with whom we worship. 
If you are looking for the love of Jesus as manifested in this group of people who follow Him, you’ve come to the right place. God is most assuredly here. And He is still speaking,                  
                                                                                                                                  AMEN                                                                                        




