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“Beginning... Again”  

John 1:35-42 

Will Sparks               January 19, 2014 

 May the words of my mouth, the meditations of our hearts, and 

the actions of our lives be acceptable in your sight O God, our strength and our redeemer. Amen 

 At the beginning of the season of Advent this past year we started a new ritual in church 

that I really love, the lighting of candles as we gather the prayers we have carried with us into the 

community today. I know that sometimes it goes a little off the rails and can take quite a while, 

but the thing I love about it is that each week I get the sense that we are a praying community, 

that the spirit is at work here. I love the visual representation of the internal world of the spirit 

and the soul. I love that afterwards and throughout the service, others are remembered and 

represented here, and the physical movement of coming forward and lighting candles represents 

the spiritual movement going on all the time. I love that it shows how it is not just us gathered 

here, but there are others, in other places, in other times, that are also here because we have 

carried them here. 

 And you know, as good compassionate united church people, we are good at bringing 

others, thinking of others, genuinely caring for others. When it is ourselves, mmmm, I'm not so 

sure we are as easy about laying them on the table.  

 I love people watching. Most of the time I am pretty busy and have a hard time slowing 

down enough to really people watch. My favourite place to people watch is in airports, partly 

because I have no other place to be and all I have to do is wait for my flight, so I have the time, 

but also because in airports, people are leaving and arriving. And leaving and arriving are 

important times. They come carrying their lives in a bag on wheels. Maybe they are leaving with 

relief or maybe with regret. Maybe they are anticipating arrival with hope, or excitement, or 

dread. Airports are one of those places where you can see the carry-on luggage if you look 

people in the eye. 

 The truth is, we have carry-on luggage all the time. We come here carrying our lives with 

us, and if ever there is a community in which we ought to be able to be honest about those lives, 

and expect to find grace in the face of those lives, this had better be it. Because the gospel of 

Jesus doesn't live anywhere except in our carry-on lives, and is all about grace. 

 Tylor came into my office one day carrying his life tucked under his coat so nobody 

would see it. And he held it there for the first 15 minutes in my office, talking about other people 

and their stupid lives, sounding all judgemental. But then after a while he got to it. Tylor had 

made a mistake, he'd made a mess of his life, and now he was kind of trapped in a life of 

addiction and the company he was keeping was not the kind of company his grandmother would 

approve of. And he knew I wouldn't be able to solve it, but he needed to find a place and a 

person with whom he could pull it out and look at it, hopefully someone who wouldn't write him 

off the way he was tempted to write himself off. He needed a miracle, a way to begin again 

having begun once before. 

 When I watch people come to worship on a sunday morning I just know we are carrying 

our lives with us. Sometimes they fit comfortably on our shoulders, and sometimes we carry 

them as if we don’t’ want to get too close to our life, the way its turned out and all. Or we come 

in carrying our life as if it’s a tiny bird, fragile and insignificant in the big and scary world, or we 

coem carrying our lives but expecting it to be invisible, like nobody really sees us, or we come in 

with our life hanging by one corner held between our index finger and our thumb like a stinky 
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rag- our life. Or we come in dragging our life behind us as if it were tedious baggage, as if we 

were tedious baggage. 

 I like to think of Jesus during that time before his disciples found their way to him, there 

in the fishing villages around the Sea of Galilee, people watching- watching the people carrying 

their lives around with them. I love the way the call of the disciples in the early part of the gospel 

of John goes. The majority opinion if you look at the other gospels is that Jesus is walking along 

the shores of the Sea of Galilee and says, come follow me, and they drop what they are doing, 

they leave their lives behind and follow him. But John tells it differently. In John Jesus is 

recognized by John the Baptist. He gets pointed out and John's disciples take a look at him- 

check him out. This is their first tentative step on the road to following Jesus, and I dare say 

that's the way it most often goes with us too. We don't tend to drop everything and follow. We 

are busy with our lives. We are carrying them around and we don't just drop them. But when 

asked, "What are you looking for?" we might just stop and ask, "do you really want to know?"  

 What are you looking for? What are you wanting? What are you longing for? That 

question gets their attention and they step into conversation with Jesus. They don't drop 

everything. No they lean forward and begin a conversation. They say, where are you living, he 

says, come and see. Not come and follow. No, come and see. 

 And that is a beginning. It is easy to begin something. I can't tell you the numbers of 

journals I have begun. I'm good at beginning them. I have started many exercise programs. Its 

not the beginning that’s hard, its beginning again when things haven’t turned out so well, when 

your best dreams lie dead in the hills.  How do you begin when your heart is broken, or when 

you are choking on broken dreams.  Its gonna take a miracle to get across the ditch of 

disappointment.  We call hope a gift of the spirit because it’s a miracle, a state of the heart that is 

independent of the evidence.  Its gonna take a miracle to pick up the pieces and begin again.  

One of these days you are going to pick up the gospel word, and begin again with it.   

 Think about who Jesus called and when- at what point in their life. When I sift through 

the gospels, John in particular, I see people who were carrying their lives with them, tenderly, 

regretfully, joyously, wearily, however they were carrying them, and he called them to begin 

again, to try again having tried before, and he showed them a gospel message and a gospel 

community that would let them begin again. I want us to be that kind of gospel community. 

 He called Nicodemus, already a spiritual leader who came to him at night, a time when 

nobody can see his carry-on luggage- what are you looking for Nicodemus? Try the gospel 

which brings new birth- which makes it possible to be born, again. You don't like what has 

happened since you were born the first time? You didn't know you could start again? He called 

the Samaritan woman at the well, now there was a woman who was carrying her life, dragging it 

like so much dead weight behind her, and in this cryptic conversation about water from the well, 

he offered her living water, water that would become in her a spring of water in the midst of that 

desert life, gushing up to a life she longed for.  He called Simon the Pharisee, committed bible 

guy, stickler for biblical faith to try again in a more compassionate, all-embracing way. Come 

gather again, take your place again at a different kind of table. He called lepers whose lives had 

been tossed into the ditch because of rules about who is in and who is out, and he called them to 

re-join the community- to get back on the road. 

 It is one thing to get on the road. It takes a special kind of miracle to get back up and on 

the road again after you have had things fall apart- to begin again. You don't just drop your nets 

and follow. You kind of sidle up to life, carrying your tarnished ideals and bearing the marks of 

previous life, a little more wary. And he says to you, "What are you looking for?" and you say, 

"It's complicated." And he says, "I know. I've been watching, but come anyway. Come and see." 

Come and see. There is a way- there is always a way to begin again. 

 Amen.   


