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Sermon: Come and See 

 

The Old Testament Lesson:  Psalm 139:1-6, 13-18 

1O Lord, you have searched me and known me. 
2You know when I sit down and when I rise up; you discern my thoughts from 
far away. 
3You search out my path and my lying down, and are acquainted with all my 
ways. 
4Even before a word is on my tongue, O Lord, you know it completely. 
5You hem me in, behind and before, and lay your hand upon me. 
6Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; it is so high that I cannot attain it. 
 

13For it was you who formed my inward parts; you knit me together in my 
mother’s womb. 
14I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made. Wonderful are your 
works; that I know very well. 
15My frame was not hidden from you, when I was being made in secret, 
intricately woven in the depths of the earth. 
16Your eyes beheld my unformed substance. In your book were written all the 
days that were formed for me, when none of them as yet existed. 
17How weighty to me are your thoughts, O God! How vast is the sum of them! 
18I try to count them—they are more than the sand; I come to the end—I am 
still with you. 
 

The New Testament Lesson: John 1:43-51 

43The next day Jesus decided to go to Galilee. He found Philip and said to him, 
“Follow me.” 44Now Philip was from Bethsaida, the city of Andrew and 
Peter. 45Philip found Nathanael and said to him, “We have found him about 
whom Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus son of Joseph from 
Nazareth.” 46Nathanael said to him, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” 
Philip said to him, “Come and see.” 47When Jesus saw Nathanael coming 
toward him, he said of him, “Here is truly an Israelite in whom there is no 
deceit!” 48Nathanael asked him, “Where did you get to know me?” Jesus 
answered, “I saw you under the fig tree before Philip called you.” 49Nathanael 
replied, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!” 50Jesus 
answered, “Do you believe because I told you that I saw you under the fig 



tree? You will see greater things than these.” 51And he said to him, “Very truly, I 
tell you, you will see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and 
descending upon the Son of Man.” 

 

Sermon:  
 

Here’s a fact of church history that can be easy to forget after all these 
centuries of institutions and Cathedrals and popes and scandals and cover-ups 
and inquisitions and schisms.   
 

It can be easy to forget that Christianity – what its very first followers simply 
called The Way –is a movement that bubbled up from the grassroots.  It didn’t 
start with a Pope or a King or a President.  It didn’t start with a seminary or an 
endowment or a big fat book of systematic theology.  It came from the 
streets.   
 

Christianity began as a movement – almost a whisper campaign – spreading 
through the countryside and cities of Judea as more and more people 
experienced a man named Jesus. That’s the picture we glimpse in today’s 
reading from John – less an organized religion and more a story going viral, 
ricocheting through the community like so many particles of light.    
 

Jesus was a poor man, a peasant, a carpenter by trade.  He was on the lower 
rungs of a feudal economy in which the wealthy elite leaned hard on the 
working class to keep the gears of the empire turning.   
 

He was, almost certainly, a man of color.  Like every single one of his 
neighbors in the ancient Middle East.   
 

If there’s a thread running through these encounters recorded in John 1, is it 
that Jesus is a man who knows his followers better than they know 
themselves.  It starts before our reading, actually, when Andrew and another 
disciple run into him on the side of the road.  They’ve heard of the man but 
never met him face to face.  They ask him where he stays – a personal 
question – and he invites them to “come and see.” They do come and see – 
they hang out with him for the rest of the afternoon.   
 

And after that experience they can’t seem to stop talking about Jesus.  Andrew 
goes and finds his brother Simon, telling him he has to meet this guy.  When 
Simon goes to meet Jesus, Jesus says, “You are Simon son of John, and you 



shall be called Cephas, or Peter” (1:42).  In other words, let me start to explain 
to you who you really are.   
 

In a way, that’s what happens over and over again when people encounter 
Jesus in John’s narrative.  Nicodemus.  The woman at the well.  The woman 
caught in adultery.  People discovering themselves through their discovery of 
him.   
 

The pattern continues in our reading for today.  Jesus heads to Galilee – a 
region of Northern Israel where he would spend nearly 30 years of his short 
life.  Jesus arrives in Galilee and “finds” Phillip.  Phillip lives in Galilee but he’s 
actually from Bethsaida, the home of Andrew and Simon Peter.  Does he know 
them already?  Have they told him about Jesus?  The text doesn’t say but you 
can see how the fabric is starting to weave together. 
 

Phillip goes and finds his friend Nathaneal.  He says, “We have found the 
person who is at the center of our whole story, the one Moses and all the 
prophets were talking about.  He said, “It’s Jesus, son of Joseph, from 
Nazareth.” 46Nathanael said to him, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” 
That’s when Philip said to him, “Come and see.”  
 

“Come and see.”  He’s echoing what Jesus said to Andrew, which must have 
been repeated to Simon and then repeated again to Phillip and then repeated 
again to Nathaneal. “Come and see.”  Come and experience this. That’s the only 
way you can understand what we are talking about.  
 

*** 

 

When the writer Flannery O’Connor was five years old, she had her own 
fleeting experience of fame, thanks to her pet chicken.  He was a “buff Bantam” 
who “had the distinction of being able to walk both forwards and 
backwards.”   She didn’t teach the bird to do this – it was a God-given skill, I 
suppose. But she couldn’t stop talking about it and she loved to show it off to 
anyone who happened by.  Maybe it was just a slow news day but somehow a 
news agency in New York City heard about this bird and sent a photographer 
all the way to Savannah, GA to meet five-year-old Flannery O’Connor and see 
the bird do its thing.  You can actually watch this on YouTube.   
 

“From that day with the [news] man I began to collect chickens,” O’Connor 
wrote later.  “What had been only a mild interest became a passion, a quest.”  



 

She loved the birds for two reasons. First, they were magnificent in their own 
right. Second, she had fallen in love with that sense of showmanship, the thrill 
of inviting others to come and see an amazing thing.  
 

She had a grey Bantam named Colonel Eggbert, for example.  He marched 
around her house wearing a homemade coat with a lace collar and two 
buttons on the back.   
 

The birds, of course, are not the real reason why O’Connor is famous.  They 
were just a footnote.  She is possibly the most famous Catholic novelist the 
United States has ever produced.  Her stories are grotesque and dramatic 
stories of grace and redemption, all tinged with Southern Gothic.  Her letters 
and essays are filled with theology and her stories are full of symbols.  And 
birds.   
 

When she was just 27, O’Connor was diagnosed with lupus, the same illness 
that had killed her father.  She was forced to move back to the family farm in 
Georgia after a writing career that had taken her all over the country.  She was 
still writing every day but all of a sudden her world felt very small. Doctors 
predicted she had about five more years to live.  
 

That’s when she noticed the advertisement in a mail order 
catalogue.  Apparently, you could order peacocks through the mail.  She 
ordered four birds that day, two peacocks and two peahens.  They arrived at 
the train station on a mild day in October.  Four large crates were sitting on 
the platform, each one with a long skinny neck protruding.  She approached, 
her heart beating out of her chest with excitement.  The heads withdrew into 
the crates.  She took them home.   
 

*** 

 

When it comes to sight and understanding and God, things are always going to 
be lopsided.  Of course, we don’t see what God sees and understand what God 
understands.   
 

Psalm 139 paints this picture in the most beautiful terms.   
 

4Even before a word is on my tongue, O Lord, you know it completely. 
5You hem me in, behind and before, and lay your hand upon me. 



6Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; it is so high that I cannot attain it. 
 

What is it like to be so utterly known by One who is fundamentally 
unknowable?  Peter Rollins describes the dynamic as God’s hyper-presence: 
 

“God’s presence,” he writes, “is always hyper-presence. This is 
analogous to the idea of a ship sunken in the depths of the ocean: while 
the ship contains the water and the water contains the ship, the ship 
only contains a fraction of the water while the water contains the whole 
of the ship. Our saturation by God does not merely fill us but also 
testifies to an ocean we cannot contain.”   

 

To seek God, then, is to seek One whose reality already contains us. To seek 
God is to catch glimpses, both inside and outside of us, of a much larger 
truth.  To claim that Jesus is God-in-flesh is to watch this dynamic play out in 
concrete stories and relationships. Again and again, people are saying to each 
other – you have to meet this man. The woman at the well rushed back into 
town, saying, “Come and see the man who told me everything I’ve ever 
done.  He cannot be the Messiah, can he?”  
 

 If John’s Gospel is our guide, it underlines this point, which I think is critical: 
 

We cannot seek or perceive Christ alone.  We do it together.  We do it in the 
collective.  No one owns the truth.  It’s reflected and refracted and shared 
among us.  This means that those of us who were not so fortunate as to 
experience Jesus in the flesh still have an experience of him in the collective, 
the body of Christ, the community of faith.  
 

It is, in fact, profoundly humbling to understand how little of the truth we 
understand. I believe that the marks of an honest spiritual journey are 
qualities like humility. Openness. Curiosity.  Laughter. Compassion.   
 

Conversely, the qualities of a person who seeks to possess the truth and wield 
it like a hammer are the opposite. Pride. Certainty. Disinterest in others. 
Suffocating seriousness. A lack of concern for the suffering of others. 
 

It’s not an accident that Jesus appeared among us as poor Palestinian Jew.  He 
was no one that anyone had reason to care about.  “Can anything good come 
out of Nazareth?” asks Nathaneal.  “Can anything good come from these 
crappy countries?” asks our President.  It’s the same mistake, confusing power 



with wisdom.  The Kingdom of God doesn’t come to us like that.  It doesn’t 
come through power plays or proclamations or pay-offs.  To the extent that 
our church or nation seem to expect it do, they have lost their way.   
 

The Kingdom of God comes in the form of a humble man whose story spread 
organically, conversation by conversation, life by life, always with the same 
invitation: “Come and see.”  Come and see and be changed.  Your life will never 
be the same.  
 

It’s not a bad message to dwell upon on Martin Luther King Sunday, as we 
honor the work of a man who dedicated his life to the notion that every 
woman and man is a beloved Child of God and thus deserving of dignity, 
equality, and respect.  This isn’t just a political position – it’s a theological 
one.  If we aren’t listening to the voices of suffering among us, we are 
diminishing the truth.  If we close ourselves off to the suffering of Africa or El 
Salvador or Haiti or Nazareth, we diminish ourselves.  We run the risk of 
missing out on meeting the One who knows everything we’ve ever done.   
 

At the close of today’s service we’ll sing “Lift Every Voice and Sing.”  It’s the 
Black National Anthem and recounts the struggles of African Americans 
through slavery and the Civil Rights Movement. But it also contains a very 
simple theological sentiment: Lift every voice.  Lift every story.  Celebrate 
every life until earth and heaven ring with the same truth.  Until the freedom 
and love that God intends for every one of us is true for every one of us.  
 

*** 

 

Flannery O’Connor did finally die of lupus, at the age of 39.  She lived 12 more 
years after her diagnosis, defying the predictions of her doctors. A few years 
before her death, a news reporter asked her how many peacocks she 
owned.  “For some time now I have felt it wise not to take a census,” she 
replied.  In fact, when she died, there were almost 100 peacocks and peahens 
roaming the confines of her farm. She adored them. Many of her friends and 
family regularly received tail feathers tucked into letters in the mail, a sign of 
her affection.  Chickens and peacocks appeared regularly in her stories.  
 

Why did she love them so much? It turns out that peacocks have served as 
symbols of Christ for almost two thousand years. It seems that the bird loses 
and regains all its beautiful plumage every single year.  Early Christians saw it 
as an image of resurrection.  But O’Connor also saw the bird as an image of 



Christ in disguise. A peacock without its feathers looks like a pitiful turkey.  It 
has strangely large feet.  It squalls in a way that can be unpleasant.  It is not 
much to look at.   
 

Even when the feathers are fully in place, the bird is quite particular about 
when and where it shows them off.   
 

“The fact is that with his tail folded, nothing but his bearing saves this bird 
from being a laughingstock,” O’Connor wrote in 1961. 
 

She continued: “The peacock opens his tail by shaking himself violently until it 
is gradually lifted in an arch around him. Then, before anyone has had a 
chance to see it, he swings around so that his back faces the spectator… When 
the peacock has presented his back, the spectator will usually begin to walk 
around him to get a front view; but the peacock will continue to turn so that 
no front view is possible.”  
 

“The thing to do,” she advises, “is to stand still and wait until it pleases him to 
turn. When it suits him, the peacock will face you. Then you will see in a green-
bronze arch around him a galaxy of gazing haloed suns. This is the moment 
when most people are silent.”  
 

*** 

 

“Come and see.”  Ever since she was a child, Flannery O’Connor had been 
thrilled to invite people to come see an amazing thing.  But in the final years of 
her life, she really only had eyes for Christ.  He is, in fact, the true subject of 
almost all her writing, whether or not he is named. She had glimpsed him in 
friends and family.  She had glimpsed him in stories.  She glimpsed him, 
perhaps most frequently, in a patently ridiculous bird.  She had learned the 
secret that sometimes life’s most incredible wonders come to us in extremely 
unlikely disguise.  If one is patient, and curious, and loving, one might be 
granted a chance to see something as bright and warm as the light of thousand 
suns. 
 

She died in 1961. To my understanding, there are still at least three birds 
roaming the grounds of the farm.  If you don’t believe me, go and have a look 
for yourself.   
 


