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Today we are starting a series of sermons for the season of Lent. We are working 
through the gospel of John by focusing on questions that Jesus asks the people 
around him.  
 
A thumbnail sketch of this story. We have John the Baptist pointing to Jesus and 
saying, “Behold the Lamb of God.” And we have two of his disciples leaving John and 
going up to Jesus. The first words that Jesus speaks in the gospel of John are to these 
two disciples, and his words are a question, “What are you looking for?” It’s a 
clarifying question. These two men have been following John, learning from him, 
being his disciple; now they leave John behind and move towards Jesus. What are 
they looking for? John has told them Jesus is the Son of God. They are looking for 
God.  
 
Today we are not going to take a detailed look at this story, because I preached on 
this text on my first sermon working here at Lendrum two years ago, you can look 
up my sermon on the website if you want. What I want to do today is talk about 
what we are looking for when we read stories like this. What happens when we look 
for God in the story? 
  
In order to help us understand stories better, I am going to tell you a different story 
first, not a biblical story, I will tell it as a case study. I think it will help us think about 
stories and what we’re looking for in the story. Then we can take that back with us 
to our scripture text. 
 
Here’s the story I want to tell you. When I was studying theology, my friend Walter 
had to stop studying and go home to be with his mother, who was in the final stages 
of dying. When he came back after it was all over, we went out for coffee and he told 
me this story.  
   
Walter got home to find his mother in the hospital, very weak, but still clear, still 
talking. He had a good visit with her the first day he got home. Knowing that her 
death could happen any day, he was careful to tell her how much he loved her and 
how much she meant to him.  
 
But Walter had a younger brother named Rick. Rick had some addiction problems, 
some pretty serious drug problems, he had been in trouble with the law, his parents 
had bailed him out again and again. He was living in his parent’s basement, in a 
separate suite. Several years ago, this younger brother Rick had gotten into a big 



fight with his parents after he had gone into their house several times and stolen 
money to fuel his addiction. Rick had said terrible things about his parents during 
this conflict. This led to a breakdown in communication, and in fact they had not 
spoken for several years, even though they lived under the same roof.  
  
Walter went straight from the hospital to his brother Rick’s apartment. Walter sat 
down with him and said, “Rick, will you come and say goodbye to mom?”  He told 
Rick how sick she was and that she could die any day. 
  
Rick said, “I’m busy tomorrow, I can’t.” 
  
The next day the same thing happened, Walter came home from the hospital after 
spending the day with his mother, went straight to Rick’s apartment and said, “Will 
you come and say goodbye to mom?” Again Rick had some excuses. 
  
The third day, the same thing again. “Will you come and say good bye to mom?” This 
time Walter was desperate, and he told Rick, “She’s getting so weak, this may be 
your very last chance to see her alive.” This time Rick said, “OK, I’ll go.” So they went 
to the hospital.  It was late at night. Walter and Rick walked into the hospital room 
together. Walter stayed by the door, he didn’t want to interfere between what would 
probably be the final meeting between his brother and his mother. 
  
Rick went over to his mother’s bed. She was looking at Rick, Rick was looking at her. 
They stood there for a minute in silence. Neither one spoke. A few more minutes 
went by, no one spoke. Walter was feeling frantic, inside his head he was thinking, 
“Rick will you say goodbye to mom?”   And then Rick made a move. He bent down 
and put his face close to his mother’s and said, “You can kiss me if you want mom.” 
His mother looked at him, and then she turned her head away.  
 
Rick stood up and walked out of the room. That was the last time he saw her. She 
died the next day. 
 
So that is my story. The reason I am telling you this story is because it’s a powerful 
story. I felt its power the first time I heard it from Walter’s lips. I’ve told it in 
sermons before, and people have told me it’s a powerful story. What are we looking 
for in the story? 
  
Maybe you are looking for yourself in the story. When you hear the question, “Will 
you come and say goodbye to mom?”, it might take you back to a goodbye moment 
with your mother or your grandmother at her deathbed. Or maybe you missed that 
moment. Maybe you or someone you know had a window of opportunity to make 
things right with a loved one, and that window passed.  Or maybe you have been a 
peacemaker at a crucial time in your family, so you relate to Walter. You are looking 
for your life in the story. 
 



 Maybe what you are looking for in the story is more specific, you are looking 
to work out some of the emotions around the events in your life.  Hearing my story, 
you feel the things you’ve felt before. The pain of loss, the regret of the lost chance, 
the frustration of something not being in your control. The story can be cathartic, it 
helps you get in touch with buried emotions.  
 
Or maybe what you are looking for in the story is wisdom, you hear that story and it 
moves you. It makes you think, “Note to self, don’t act this way.”  You can file this 
story away, and draw on it at some later point in your life. So that’s one layer of 
interacting with the story, you relate it to your life in some way. 
  
Here’s another layer. What are you looking for in the story? You are looking for a 
way to relate it to other stories that you have heard. I think it’s a basic human 
reaction when we hear a story, we try to compare it to other similar stories, we try 
to slot them, see if we can make sense of what is happening, predict what is going to 
happen next. My story probably reminds you of another story, the story of the 
Prodigal Son. The son, after so much estrangement and conflict, finally coming 
home. We love that story, it is one of Jesus’ most famous stories, we tell it over and 
over.  My story is a Prodigal Son story too! It has a wayward child, a long 
estrangement, a final reunion with a parent. But the happy ending that you are 
looking for from the gospel story is not present in my story. My story is jarring, it’s 
uncomfortable because it doesn’t follow the trajectory of the prodigal son story we 
expected, the story we wanted. And maybe you are feeling a bit miffed about that. 
After all, this is church, it’s supposed to turn out good, right? 
   
Now in my whole discussion here about my story, I have been concentrating entirely 
on you, the hearer of the story, and your interaction to it. That’s the layer that’s 
hitting you. Maybe you want to peel away that layer and turn to the storyteller, who 
is me. You’re thinking, “Why did you tell us such a sad story, Carol?” Maybe you are 
wondering how I reacted when Walter told me that story. Or you wonder, “Why 
have you remembered this story for so long?” 
 
But others of you want to peel down to an earlier layer, an earlier storyteller. I call it 
my story, but it was Walter’s story originally. You might be looking for the “truth” of 
the story. You might be wondering, “Carol, you heard that story 20 years ago, are 
you sure you are remembering it accurately?”   Or you might wonder why Walter 
decided to tell such a personal and heartbreaking story in the first place. 
  
And others of you are looking for something even more basic. You want to know, 
“What happened to Rick?” You want to peel down to that layer, the players in the 
story. You wonder, why would the mother do that? You wonder, did Rick regret his 
actions?  
 
Now, some of you are going to go home and you’ll meet someone for supper, and 
they ask you, what was the preacher talking about today. Some of you will have 
forgotten this story. You’ll draw a blank. But others of you will remember the story 



perfectly, it’s etched in your memory. You will repeat the story. You might even add 
a few things to it by incorporating your own story, “And as Carol told this story tears 
were in my eyes, because I remembered what happened when so and so died.”  
  
There are some of you here who will remember the story but not be moved by it. 
Until next year, when you find yourself trying to mediate a family conflict when 
someone is in the hospital. Suddenly you will recall the story of Walter, “Will you say 
goodbye to mother?”  
 
So that was my story. How you interact with it depends on what are you looking for 
in the story. There are layers to unpeel, depending what you are looking for. You can 
look at how you’re reacting to it, you can compare it to other stories, you can look at 
the storyteller, or you can look at the actual events in the story.  
 
Now what if I asked you to look for something different? What if I asked you to look 
for God in the story? How would you answer that? Where is God in my story? Was 
God in the room with Walter and Rick and their mother? I think so. It was a 
powerful and life changing moment, I think God was present. Was God there when 
Walter told me the story with tears in his eyes? Yes. Is God working in my heart as 
I’ve treasured this story? Yes. Is God here in the story now? Is God working in you as 
you think about the story, will God be working in the story as you tell it to someone 
tonight over the supper table? Yes, yes, yes. God lives in the story, nudging us in a 
direction, filling us with longing for certain outcomes, hoping for peace, for love, for 
wholeness.  
  
I think a story is like yeast. I have planted the story in you, like putting yeast in 
dough. Not all of you will remember the story of Walter, it will die in your memory 
as you drive out of the parking lot. But for others, it’s buried inside you and given 
the right conditions in your life, it will rise again.  
 
OK, so that was the case study. Now back to the story of Jesus calling the disciples. 
Jesus has just met John the Baptist. John the Baptist has just pointed to Jesus, and 
said, “Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world!” The two 
disciples go up to Jesus then and Jesus says, “What are you looking for?”  
  
And so now I put that question to you. What were you looking for when Sue read 
this story from the gospel of John? Maybe you weren’t looking for very much. Maybe 
you weren’t really paying attention when she read the story. I am not shocked by 
that, I know, I zone out too when I listen to stories that I’ve heard a lot of times 
before. Maybe you are paying more attention to me now than you did to the gospel 
message, because you would rather hear a story about the story.  
  
But maybe some of you were moved by this story that Sue read. Like the disciples, at 
some point in your life you heard about a Saviour who takes away the sins of the 
world. Maybe you felt pretty burdened by your sins and you were very interested in 
finding someone who could take them away. You turned to Jesus. When Jesus asked 



you, “What are you looking for?” You eventually said, “I’m looking for someone who 
can get me out of the mess I’m in, someone who I can follow, who will take care of 
me.” So you relate to the story, you find yourself in the story. 
  
Or maybe you find yourself in the story in a different way. Maybe the whole idea of 
being a Christian is new to you. When you hear that John says, “Behold the Lamb of 
God who takes away the sins of the world!”, you think to yourself, “What the heck 
does that mean!” You really have no idea, but it does sound interesting. So you 
wander over to see Jesus a bit closer. You’re surprised when suddenly Jesus speaks 
directly to you with the words, “What are you looking for?” You didn’t really 
understand what John was talking about, you aren’t even sure why you’re here. You 
can relate to the disciples who don’t answer Jesus’ question, they deflect the 
question and just say, “Where are you staying?” They stick around but they really 
have no idea how they would answer Jesus’ question. You find yourself in the story 
with the disciples. 
 
So for many people what we are looking for in the story is a personal connection, to 
the events or emotions of our lives. 
 
But maybe you are looking for something else. Maybe you are wondering about the 
storyteller, why I chose this text to be read today.  And I will tell you, I find this story 
resonates with me because of the tension in the story. You have John and you have 
Jesus. They both had the truth, but at some point the disciples are torn, which way 
should I go, who should I follow. I find this story compelling because I think of times 
where I have followed the truth with one teacher, one way of thinking, but then I’ve 
made a switch. It’s hard to follow a different path, a different journey than the one 
you thought you were on. Maybe there’s wisdom there in this story, wisdom I can 
draw on in hard times in my life. We need to keep looking for God, we try the best 
way we know how. 
 
But maybe you are looking for more than just your reaction to the story, you’re 
looking for more than my interaction with the story. You’re looking for how this 
story is related to other stories you know. This story is about the disciples following 
Jesus because he was sent by God to deliver them, he will rescue them. This story 
reminds me of another story like that, of how God sent Moses to deliver the 
Israelites, to rescue them.  They are both stories about Saviours sent from God to 
deliver us. These stories are so much alike because Moses gets killed by the 
Israelites, they crucify him, they won’t follow him. Oh, no, wait a minute, I got the 
stories mixed up…that’s Jesus. Hey…these stories are both Saviour stories, but they 
aren’t quite alike. Instead of the chosen people following Jesus, the chosen people 
reject him, they mock him, they kill him. That is jarring! “What are you looking for?” 
is terribly ironic. It’s ironic because no one is looking for a Saviour like Jesus…we 
will kill a Saviour like Jesus rather than listen to him.  
 
So that was the layer of how we compare this story to other stories. How we make 
sense of the stories. But these layers are all about us, and what is going on in our 



head, how we relate to the story, how we put stories together. What about peeling 
further? Maybe some of you are looking for the original storyteller, the gospel 
writer. Why are they telling us the story? What does the story mean to them? Why 
do you think they have decided to tell us this story?  
 
Well, they did not have us in mind when they wrote this story, that’s for sure. The 
storyteller had a specific audience in mind. In the first century there was a heresy 
that grew quite quickly in the early church that Jesus didn’t really have a body. He 
was just a spirit, it just looked like he had a body. Jesus was just a mystical mirage. 
But the storyteller writes a gospel about a real live person who had flesh, who dwelt 
among us. What are you looking for? Maybe the storyteller was looking for a church 
that didn’t lose their way. 
 
Maybe you want to peel another layer away, maybe you want to get right to the 
event itself. Was the gospel storyteller there when the disciples switched over from 
John to Jesus, were they an eyewitnesses to this event? Are they telling this story 
accurately? If the gospel storyteller is actually John, the beloved disciple, (and there 
is debate about that) he isn’t named in this particular story, he likely wasn’t there. 
But somewhere along the way someone told him this powerful story, and it has 
stuck with him through all the years. He decided to include it in his gospel narrative. 
So there’s another layer to peel back.  
 
Maybe you want to peel down right to the two first disciples. What were they 
thinking when they turned away from John and headed over to Jesus. Or maybe you 
are looking for Jesus in the story, you really want to know, “Why did Jesus choose 
these two men, what was it about them that stood out?” Why did Jesus ask, “What 
are you looking for?” Maybe what you are really looking for is Jesus, because he is 
the Son of God. You want to follow Jesus to the very centre of the story.  
 
So we’ve looked at all these different layers of interacting with the story, depending 
on what you are looking for. Now I’m going to ask you the same question I asked you 
about the other story. Where is God in the story?  
  
You might think that God is at the centre of the story, like a pearl in an oyster. You 
just have to peel away, peel away, all the layers of muscle to get at the shining pearl, 
the pearl of great price in the centre of the story. What was Jesus the Son of God 
actually thinking in this story? But of course the story has a hole there, except for 
these few words, we don’t know exactly what was going on in Jesus’ head in this 
story. 
  
Where is God in the story? I do believe God is in the centre of the story. But maybe 
the story is more like an onion than an oyster. You peel away layer by layer of the 
onion, and in the middle you find…an onion. It’s an onion from beginning to end. The 
whole onion is good for eating. Maybe God is in the story from beginning to end, in 
each of the layers.  
 



Maybe God is in the way this story resonates with your life experiences, your 
emotions. Maybe God is in the way the story changes you, encourages you, gives you 
wisdom. Maybe God is in the way this story interacts with other stories, helping us 
make sense of them. Maybe God was in the way this story has been used over time, 
century by century in the church. Maybe God was with the storyteller who wrote 
this gospel, telling this story for a specific audience. And Jesus was in the story, a 
flesh and blood saviour, calling his disciples. Maybe God is in the story right now as I 
retell it and talk about all the layers. 
  
Today we hear the gospel story and Jesus’ question, “What are you looking for?” We 
may have heard this story 73 times before. But today, this story suddenly makes you 
sit up. “What are you looking for?” How is this question answered in our world 
today? What are people looking for? I looked around this week and heard a lot of 
answers to that question.   
“I am looking for justice,” said the people at the Jian Ghomeshi trial. 
“I am looking for power,” said the people at the United States Primaries. 
 “I am looking for a new home,” said the refugees fleeing a war. 
“I am looking for a forever friend,” said the lonely person on Valentine’s Day. 
“I am looking for a job,” said the unemployed person. 
“I am looking for answers,” said the scientists as they studied gravitational waves 
rocketing through space from the collision of black holes. 
We can spend all our lives looking for a lot of things, good things.  
  
This week, I am here to remind you to look for God. Hear Jesus’ voice echoing across 
the centuries and pages, a flesh and blood Saviour saying to you, saying to us, “What 
are you looking for?” Look for God in the gospel stories, look for God in the stories of 
your lives this week. We will find God in every layer of the story, nudging us, calling 
us, changing us. The kingdom of God is like yeast permeating the whole loaf of our 
lives. It’s waiting to rise again…a holy incarnation. 
 
 
 


