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Let us pray for an awareness of and inspiration from God’s Spirit.

God of mercy, you promised never to break your covenant with us. In
the midst of the multitude of words in our daily lives, speak your eternal
Word to us that we may respond to your gracious promises with
faithfulness, service and love. Amen.

We continue our sermon series around conversation and questions with
the prompt, “I’ve been meaning to ask.” Our question to explore this
week is, “where are you from?” Our scripture this morning comes from
both the Hebrew scriptures, the Old Testament, and the New Testament.
The first reading is the second creation story in Genesis 2, and our
second reading comes from the Gospel of John when Jesus calls the first
disciples to follow him. Listen for a word from God.

Genesis 2:4b—-15

In the day that the Lord God made the earth and the heavens,
Swhen no plant of the field was yet in the earth and no vegetation
of the field had yet sprung up—for the Lord God had not caused it
to rain upon the earth, and there was no one to till the ground, ®but
a stream would rise from the earth and water the whole face of the
ground— ’then the Lord God formed man from the dust of the
ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the
man became a living being. 3And the Lord God planted a garden
in Eden, in the east, and there God put the man whom God had
formed. *Out of the ground the Lord God made to grow every tree



that is pleasant to the sight and good for food, the tree of life also
in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good
and evil.

A river flows out of Eden to water the garden, and from there it
divides and becomes four branches. 'The name of the first is
Pishon; it is the one that flows around the whole land of Havilah,
where there is gold, ?and the gold of that land is good; bdellium
and onyx stone are there. '¥The name of the second river is Gihon;
it is the one that flows around the whole land of Cush. *The name
of the third river is Tigris, which flows east of Assyria. And the
fourth river is the Euphrates. 'The Lord God took the man and
put him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it.

John 1:35-51

The next day John again was standing with two of his disciples,
36and as he watched Jesus walk by he exclaimed, “Look, here is the
Lamb of God!” 3"The two disciples heard him say this, and they
followed Jesus. ¥When Jesus turned and saw them following, he
said to them, “What are you looking for?” They said to him,
“Rabbi” (which translated means Teacher), “where are you
staying?” %He said to them, “Come and see.” They came and saw
where he was staying, and they remained with him that day. It was
about four o’clock in the afternoon. “?One of the two who heard
John speak and followed him was Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother.
“He first found his brother Simon and said to him, “We have
found the Messiah” (which is translated Anointed). *He brought
Simon to Jesus, who looked at him and said, “You are Simon son
of John. You are to be called Cephas” (which is translated Peter).



BThe next day Jesus decided to go to Galilee. He found Philip and
said to him, “Follow me.” *'Now Philip was from Bethsaida, the
city of Andrew and Peter. *Philip 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.”
4Nathanael said to him, “Can anything good come out of
Nazareth?” Philip said to him, “Come and see.” ’When Jesus saw
Nathanael coming toward him, he said of him, “Here is truly an
[sraelite in whom there is no deceit!” “*Nathanael asked him,
“Where did you get to know me?” Jesus answered, “I saw you
under the fig tree before Philip called you.” “’Nathanael replied,
“Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!”
SJesus answered, “Do you believe because I told you that I saw
you under the fig tree? You will see greater things than these.”

31 And 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.”

“Where are you from?” It’s seemingly such a simple question. “Where
are you from?”” But of course, like all good questions, it is deeper and
richer than that. “Where are you from?”” might also really mean, “tell me
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your story,” “where do you call home?” “who or what has shaped you?”
“who do you belong to?” “who are your people?” “Where are you

from?”’

Simple. Complex. But the question might also be loaded based on how it
is asked. If it is based in curiosity, “where are you from?” can open up a
possibility and conversation, but if it is asked based in suspicion or fear,
well that’s another story altogether.

The summer between my junior and senior year of college I worked at
an outdoor drama in deep North Carolina, in a relatively small town. The
town was located just on the border between North and South Carolina.



It was, for me at the time as a young twenty-something, who had always
lived in the Midwest, a cross-cultural experience. I had never spent
much time in the south before this adventure. One afternoon, I was
riding my motorcycle (another youthful adventure) when I was pulled
over by a police officer in the next town over. When the officer
approached me, he asked if I knew why he had stopped me. I had a
possible idea, because this was not the first time I had been stopped by a
police officer that summer. In fact, the last time happened a few days
earlier in the town I was working in. Earlier that summer, somewhere
along the way, the license plate on my motorcycle had fallen off. When I
was stopped the first time, the police officer told me to make a cardboard
sign with my license plate number while [ went to the motor vehicle
office as soon as possible to get a replacement. I did that and I had the
proper paperwork but still had the homemade cardboard license plate on
my motorcycle while I waited for the permanent plate. Well,
unbeknownst to me, the cardboard license plate had fallen off as well, so
I was driving without a plate. When the officer pointed this out, I began
to tell him the convoluted story of my license plate. About halfway
though my explanation, the police officer interrupted me, and asked,
“where are you from?”

This did not feel like a question asked in curiosity. It felt accusatory and
suspicious. The officer’s demeanor was unsettling. This was an unusual
experience and feeling for me. As a white man, I had never been taught
to fear the police. I had always been taught to trust the police. What
limited interaction I had had previously with the police was mostly
positive. This felt different. I was scared. It was clear that his question.
“where are you from?” was asked to identify if [ was okay; if I was the
right kind of person; if I was an outsider or not.



The story in Genesis is the second story of the creation. The first telling
of the beginning of everything in Genesis 1, is of a cosmic and all-
powerful God. This is the story of a God who speaks everything into
being. “Let there be light. And there was light. And it was good.” The
creation story in Genesis 2 is more intimate and close. In this story, God
walks in the garden. Adam, the first human, is formed from the very
earth, and God breathes into Adam’s nostrils to give him life. This is a
hands-on God.

One preacher asks how Adam might respond to the question, “where are
you from?”” perhaps it would be easier for Adam to answer the question
because he is so close to the original source. He is walking on the very
ground from which he is formed. His breath is the very breath of God.
There is deep relationship, mutuality, and interdependence in the story.
Adam is made from the ground, and in turn, he is asked to care for it.
And we see a similar thing with creation itself. The earth gives rise to
the river, and the river, in turn, waters the garden. God made have started
it all, but the creation and creature sustain one another in mutual, life-
giving ways.

“Where are you from?”” From the very dust of the earth and the breath of
God. That is our foundational identity. Our common ground, if you will.
We are all creatures of God who are fearfully and wonderfully made.
While we are unique and particular in our own way, all of humanity, the
story tells us, has a common ground. We have a shared birthplace.

Sometimes the question, “where are you from?” comes with judgement,
assumptions, suspicion, and maybe even aggression. But as people of
faith, the creation story reminds us to center ourselves in belovedness
and mutual relationship. So that we remember, from the very beginning,
that we are made from God. And if we can start from that place, from
that common ground, recognizing our mutuality, it allows us to answer



the question “where are you from?”” with a sense of wonder and
curiosity.

The story of Jesus calling the disciples in the Gospel of John is full of
curiosity and wonder. At the beginning of the story, the two disciples are
with John the Baptist and as Jesus walks by, John says, “Look, here is
the Lamb of God.” This piques their curiosity, so the two disciples
follow Jesus. Jesus, as he often does and in good Rabbinical style,
invites a question with a question. Jesus asks them, “What are you
looking for?”” Recognizing Jesus as a teacher, they ask, “where are you
staying?” which is awfully close to “where are you from?” And Jesus
responds in such a way that invites more curiosity. Jesus responds,
“Come and see.” The two disciples do so, and they spend the day with
Jesus.

Andrew, one of the two disciples who took Jesus up on the offer to
“come and see,” is obviously moved because the story tells us that he
seeks out his brother, Simon, and tells him, “We have found the
Messiah.” Jesus has moved from teacher to the anointed one in
Andrew’s eyes. And his response is to share the news.

The following day, a similar story plays out. Jesus finds Philip and
invites him to follow. The story tells us that Philip 1s from the same city
as Andrew and Peter, so the assumption can be made that Philip sees that
they are following Jesus, and that helps him follow as well. And this
curiosity and willingness to follow works because the story tells us that
Philip then seeks out Nathaniel and tells Nathaniel they have found the
Messiah.

But Nathaniel received the news with some skepticism and doubt,
perhaps even some derision. When Philip tells Nathaniel about Jesus, his
response is, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” It’s the nasty
version of “where are you from?” But Philip turns the suspicion and
aggression to curiosity. He tells Nathaniel, maybe invites Nathaniel, with



“come and see.” Philip challenges his friend’s assumptions and
preconceived ideas and conclusions about Jesus.

When Nathaniel comes to Jesus, it is evident that Jesus has been curious
as well because he is able to tell Nathaniel a little about himself. This
curiosity on Jesus’ part allows Nathaniel to see Jesus as the Messiah.
Jesus took the time to notice Nathaniel. How powerful it is when
someone actually sees another person for who they are.

The disciples, before they truly see Jesus, before they make the effort to
spend time with him and get to know him call him Rabbi, teacher, which
is true, but not the fullness of who Jesus is. Once they spend time with
him, get to know him more, allow themselves to be curious, then they
are able to see more fully who Jesus is. Their deeper level of curiosity
goes beyond superficial knowledge and moves them into deeper
relationship. This allows them to call him, “Messiah.”

Developing deeper relationships requires some curiosity and time. It
requires mutuality and a give and take of sharing. It requires asking
questions, and then truly listening to know the other person. It may
require us to question our preconceptions and assumptions, particularly
of people not like us, or maybe with people for whom we have some
biases.

We all have a story to tell. We all have something to share. We have
common ground. What’s your story? Where are you from? Who are your
people? How have you been shaped? What assumptions do you need to
question? Where do you come from? What do you believe?

How is God calling you to “come and see?”



