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There is a common theme that runs through today’s readings.  They are, very 
simply, all about calling; about being called by God.  When we hear the word 
“calling,” I think that most of us tend to envision some huge mission or 
extraordinary task.  The everyday things we do aren’t callings, we think.  God calls 
bigger-than-life people like Moses and Elijah to heroic deeds, but not us. 

This is the image we take away from the powerful poetry of Isaiah today.  Isaiah is 
talking about a servant to whom God says, “I will also make you a light for the 
Nations, that you may bring my salvation to the ends of the earth." (Isaiah 49:6)  
What an enormous responsibility, being a light to the nations!  But enormity is 
something that is really true of all callings.  Why would God bother to call anyone 
to something that wasn’t important? 

Some of the most powerful stories of calling in the Bible involve Jesus’ gathering 
of his disciples.  This is one of the few episodes that appears in all four of the 
gospels, so right away we have a clue that something important is going on.  
Today you heard John’s telling of the events, which is quite different from the other 
accounts.  In Matthew, Mark, and Luke, Jesus finds people, says “Follow,” and 
they follow, but John’s telling is different.  After hearing John the Baptist’s 
testimony about Jesus, Andrew and another man who is not named start trailing 
after Jesus.  And John subtly gives us some important insight into what taking up 
with Jesus will mean.  He does it in a conversation that sounds simple, but really 
isn’t.  

John writes, “Turning around, Jesus saw them following and asked, ‘What are you 
looking for?’”  This might sound like a pretty mundane question.  In some 
translations, Jesus says, “What do you want?”  A better translation of what Jesus 
said from the Greek is probably “What are you seeking?”  And it’s not a mundane 
question. “Seeking” in this sense means searching for knowledge, or insight, or 
understanding.  It’s not the verb you would use in Greek to say “I’m searching for 
my car keys.”  So Jesus is asking them a complicated and profound question. 

Their response is a little odd.  At least I’ve always thought so.  “They said, ‘Rabbi 
(which means Teacher), where are you staying?’" (John 1:38)  What?  Remember, 
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these are two disciples of John the Baptist, who has just testified that Jesus is the 
Son of God.  And when the Son of God asks them what they are seeking – what 
their hearts and souls desire – they ask him where he has booked a room? 

“Where are you staying?!”  What does where Jesus is staying have to do with 
anything?  It reminds me of one of those lame things we say when we find 
ourselves in an awkward silence with someone we’d like to begin a conversation 
with but have no idea how to do it.  You know what we say – things like, “Cold one 
today, isn’t it?” or “How about those Patriots, huh?”   

But this is another one of those cases where the English translation doesn’t 
adequately convey the depth of meaning in the original Greek.  The verb John 
uses for “stay” is meno, and it is a very important verb in the gospel of John.  In 
John’s gospel, meno is usually translated as “abide” or “remain,” and no other 
gospel writer uses this verb in the same way.  John uses it when he wants to 
connect people or things in a special way.  Probably the best way to get a sense of 
what it means is to look at some examples. 

Earlier in today’s reading, John the Baptist has said, “I saw the Spirit come down 
from heaven as a dove and remain on him.” (John 1:32)  John has used meno, 
translated as “remain,” to describe the uniting of Jesus and the Holy Spirit.  Later 
in John, Jesus will describe the intimacy of the connection God is seeking with us 
in these beautiful words that you’re all familiar with: "Just as the Father has loved 
Me, I have also loved you; abide in My love.  If you keep My commandments, you 
will abide in My love; just as I have kept My Father's commandments, and abide in 
His love. (John 15:9-10)   

One of our most beloved hymns is Abide With Me.  It conveys such a special 
feeling of closeness to God.  We could sing, “Jesus, stay with me,” but that has a 
temporary and situational feel to it.  Asking Jesus to “abide,” means to be bound to 
him in a spiritual way that is sacred and eternal. 

So you see that when Jesus says, “What is it that you are seeking?”, and the two 
new disciples respond using meno, they are not asking Jesus where he is 
spending the night.  It is not really the sort of nervous verbal space-filler that “So… 
where are you staying?” sounds like.  The men are in fact asking Jesus something 
profoundly important.  What they’re asking is, “Rabbi, now that the Son of God has 
come, where will he be at work in the world?  How have you chosen to bind 
yourself to the lives of ordinary people?  How do you plan to abide with humanity?”   

Jesus answers with a simple invitation: “come and see for yourselves.”  They went 
to where Jesus was staying, and John says they spent the day there.  But we 
know that when they had their question answered, they stayed with him for the 
rest of their lives. 
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So the calling, the invitation, that we share to “connectedness” means to be with 
Jesus wherever he wants to be.  As disciples, if we are truly to “abide” with Jesus, 
we need to go where he goes, and stay where he stays.  Where do we find Jesus 
in the world?  Where does Jesus abide?  Well, when Jesus said “Come and see” 
during his ministry, we know where his disciples found him.  He was among the 
sick and the lame, feeding and comforting the poor, and breaking bread with the 
tax collectors, the prostitutes, the “sinners,” and the disenfranchised.  Jesus could 
be found moving on the margins of his own society, bringing healing and hope.  
Being where Jesus was staying meant following him to the foot of a cross on a hill 
called Calvary as he gave up his life for ours.   

It is fitting that this particular Scripture lesson occur today, the day before we 
commemorate the life of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.  We can do no better 
than him if we want an example of someone who understood the call to 
connection, and who answered with his life when Jesus said, “Come and see.”  
For Dr. King, going where Jesus was staying meant being on the main street of 
Selma, Alabama in 1965 when 500 people wanting only to walk from Selma to 
Montgomery to support passage of the Voting Rights Act were beaten and gassed 
by Alabama State Troopers.  It meant enduring physical and verbal abuse as he 
and others attempted to get service at segregated lunch counters.  It meant 
ignoring threats to his own life to travel to and be in solidarity with oppressed 
people of every color all over America.  Finally, going were Jesus was staying 
meant being in Memphis, Tennessee in 1968, supporting better wages for 
sanitation workers, when he met his own Calvary.  There, he was assassinated at 
the age of 39. 

When we hear the name of Dr. King, we tend to think first of his “I Have a Dream” 
speech, delivered at a rally in Washington D.C. in 1963.  But one of King’s most 
powerful statements, in my estimation, is found in “A Letter from a Birmingham 
Jail,” written by Dr. King as he sat alone in a cell after being incarcerated for his 
participation in a Birmingham civil rights march.  The letter itself is easy to find on 
the Internet, and if you have the chance, I urge you to find it and read it. 

Surprisingly, in this letter, Dr. King was not defending himself against bigots, or 
racists, or the Ku Klux Klan.  Dr. King was writing in response to several liberal 
white clergy, who had issued a statement criticizing Dr. King’s civil rights activities, 
suggesting that he had no business being in Birmingham in the first place.  They 
said his presence there inflamed an already tense situation, and called his actions, 
“unwise, and untimely.” 

Among other things he said in his response, Dr. King wrote the following words.   

“I am in Birmingham because injustice is here. Just as the prophets of the eighth 
century B.C. left their villages and carried their ‘thus saith the Lord’ far beyond the 
boundaries of their home towns, and just as the Apostle Paul left his village of 
Tarsus and carried the gospel of Jesus Christ to the far corners of the Greco-
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Roman world, so am I compelled to carry the gospel of freedom beyond my own 
home town. Like Paul, I must constantly respond to the Macedonian call for aid.  

Moreover, I am cognizant of the interrelatedness of all communities and states. I 
cannot sit idly by in Atlanta and not be concerned about what happens in 
Birmingham. Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught 
in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. 
Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly. Never again can we afford to 
live with the narrow, provincial ‘outside agitator’ idea. Anyone who lives inside the 
United States can never be considered an outsider anywhere within its bounds.”  

I don’t think it would be an oversimplification to paraphrase Dr. King’s reasons for 
traveling to Birmingham using the dialog of today’s gospel lesson.  Dr. King asked 
Jesus, “Rabbi, where are you staying?”  Jesus answered him, “Martin, come and 
see.”  And Dr. King went. 

Jesus is staying today where he always has.  He hasn’t moved.  Jesus abides 
where the poor are.  Jesus abides where there are people in need.  We bring in 
food, give money for neighbors who are crisis, and participate in things like the 
men’s shelter next month, because that’s where Jesus lives.  Jesus lives where 
the children are because they’re special people of the kingdom of God. They need 
teachers and people who will spend time with them and mentor them, and love 
them.  Jesus lives in hospitals and prisons.  Jesus lives where there is injustice.  
Jesus lives anywhere that people are still denied basic human rights.  Jesus lives 
with those who have no one else to love them.  That’s where Jesus was staying 
two thousand years ago, and he’s never left.  

And we are His church, a people in ministry, a people called to build a world of 
inclusion, connection, and compassion. 

So it’s a good Sunday to reflect on a simple question: where are we staying? 


