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2nd Sunday after Epiphany
January 15, 2012
Text for the day and sermon by Pastor David Mosher
The holy gospel according to St. John, the 1st chapter:

1:43The 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.”









   John 1:43–51
This is the gospel of our Savior… 

People of God, called to live in the light of our Savior Jesus Christ; grace and peace to you in his name.











Amen

The call of Samuel… the call of Nathaniel…  So I guess it’s pretty easy to see where the theme for today is going, isn’t it?  Not too long ago I was talking to you about how the call process usually goes in the Bible.  You remember that?  

First there is the call, and then there is resistance of that call—usually reluctance and excuses, but sometimes downright refusal.  And then the call is reaffirmed, and in the finally, acceptance.  
(You may remember that when I last talked about this it was with Mary.  She is the exception that proves the rule—Mary just accepted it all at once:  “Let it be with me according to your word…”  Usually it doesn’t happen so fast as that.)
So here today we have two different call stories to think about, two different stories to compare.  And when you look, you can notice that there are certain similarities, and also certain differences.  We’ll take them one at a time.

That story in the third chapter of First Samuel is one of my favorites.  I remember the first day that I read that text, and how it moved me, and what it meant to me.  The thing that stuck out to me then stands out still.  Tucked away in that first verse is a sentence that just gave me chills—it still does, when I think about it:  “The word of the Lord was rare in those days; visions were not widespread…”  In the translation I was reading then seemed to make it even more emphatic
And that really struck me because, when you think about the Old Testament times, don’t you think of it that visions were happening all the time?  I know that’s the way I thought about it.  Think of it—the Red Sea parted, the pillar of cloud and the pillar of fire, burning bushes, water from rocks, staffs turning into snakes…  I mean, it seemed to me visions were happenin’ all over the place, and there was a prophet under every rock.

But here, right in the heart of the Old Testament, we hear about the call of the first of those prophets of God, who would be anointing kings…  Oh sure, there was Moses, and he was the first, but Israel remembers him as the lawgiver.  Then comes the period of the judges, and the people kind of forgot…
And when I first read those words, when I heard them read again today, I am struck by how similar it is to the way things are today.  Isn’t that how most people would describe it:  that the word of the Lord is “rare in these days,” and “visions are not widespread.”  (In fact, when we hear of someone who is a visionary, we’re more likely to lock him up than to think he’s speaking for God.)  

That’s the way the world was—and that’s the way it is today.  God’s word is not widespread…  
We know the history of what happened in Israel following Samuel—it became a great nation.  Samuel anointed kings, Saul, and Israel’s greatest king, King David, who would be the ancestor of God's Messiah.  This is the beginning of that age of prophets, and Samuel was the first of his kind.

And like I said there is a pattern to call passages—1st comes the call, then the resistance, then reaffirmation, and finally acceptance.  And how does it work in Samuel’s call?  It’s not outright resistance—it’s merely the inability to tell where the voice was coming from.  And after Eli tells him to lie down, there is no more resistance; he just accepts the call.  
Like I said, this seems a lot to me just like it is at this present time, when “the word of the Lord seems rare, and visions are not widespread.”  And, maybe these days people are a lot like they were in the days of Samuel:  maybe people just aren’t so good at hearing, or aren’t so good at listening.

Then when we turn to the gospel for today, we hear a story that has always seemed kind of confusing.  Oh, I can understand the Nathanael’s skepticism—I get that.  Who wouldn’t be skeptical?  I mean, his friend Philip comes to him and says that he’s found the Messiah, the one who everybody’s been waiting for, looking for, expecting for the past 1000 years or more—who wouldn’t be skeptical?  And then Philip adds to it by saying that he comes from Nazareth…
You can get a kind of sense of what kind of a person Nathaniel is:  “Can anything good come from Nazareth?”  
He’s a kind of sarcastic kind of a guy.  He’s kind of sarcastic, and skeptical, and not very gullible.  And I could never figure out the quick turnaround that he made.  How he went from being sarcastic and incredulous one minute, to being all accepting and believing and agreeable the next.  
I mean, what a flip-flop, going from sarcasm to pure faith:  “Rabbi, you are the Son of God!  You are the King of Israel!”  I mean that he never made sense to me…  Until the other day when we were at pastors’ text study.  
First of all, what is Jesus mean when he says, “Here is truly an Israelite in whom there was there is no deceit“?  Well think about it for a minute—remember, Jesus always gave as good as he got.  Right?  And if Nathaniel can be sarcastic, and facetious, can’t Jesus?  
And who was Israel?  Israel was Jacob—he was renamed Israel later—right?  And what do we know about Jacob?  He stole his brother’s birthright.  He was born second, but took the blessing of the firstborn.  (Put an animal hide on his hairless hands and pretended to be his older brother.)  He was a trickster and a thief, and Jacob was deceitful—Israel was deceitful.  
So Jesus may be playing around every bit as much as Nathaniel is:   Nathaniel says, “Can anything good come from Nazareth?” and Jesus says, “Here’s an Israelite in whom there’s no deceit—a Jacob-ite in whom there is no Jacob—a deceit-less deceiver.”  (I gotta tell ya, we went back and forth on this at pastors’ text study, and some of us bought it and others didn’t, but there is another way to think about this text—and it makes perfect sense to me.)

We always read it that Jesus said to Nathaniel that he saw him under the fig tree—and this is enough to totally change his mind?!?!?!  Or maybe…  Is it possible that Nathaniel’s answer is still being sarcastic???  [Say it sarcastically] “Rabbi, you are the Son of God!  You are the King of Israel!”  
And if he did say it that way, Jesus’ answer still makes perfect sense.  (As a matter of fact, this seems to be endorsed by Jesus’ reference to the angels ascending and descending upon the Son of Man.  That’s a reference to Jacob again—remember Jacob’s ladder.)  

Only now the meaning would be, “You may not believe now but — just like it happened for Jacob—you will believe, and your eyes will be opened.”  This makes even more sense when you think of what happens next.
The very next thing that happens is that they go, Jesus and his first five followers, to a wedding that happened at Cana.  And you remember what happened there:  Jesus did the first of his miracles, changing water into wine.  
And at the end of the story of that pivotal moment, John the gospel writer uses these words:  “Jesus did this, the first of his signs, in Cana of Galilee, and revealed his glory; and his disciples believed in him.”
The theme of this day, as I said is about following God’s call.  And though these stories are told of Samuel and Nathanael, they are also stories for us.

In the first lesson, we are reminded to listen—we won’t hear God’s call if we don’t listen.  And in the gospel lesson we’re reminded that, just like Nathanael, even if we aren’t sure what to make of it, we are sometimes called to follow anyway.  And maybe we’re not called because we are faithful, but in the following, faith will come.

Let us follow… and believe…










Amen
Children’s Sermon

(Object:  The kids themselves—follow the leader.)

I’m going to do something off the cuff based upon the following from Sundays and Seasons, 2012.
ideas and images for the Day

Invitation is an essential part of our walk of faith. But today we do not mean invitation as our call to others into the walk of faith, but rather God-in-Christ's invitation to us to follow him.  We can misuse invitation, maybe using the phrase “invite Jesus into your heart,” which often results in the misunderstanding that we are carrying a little bit of Jesus wherever we go.  But Jesus’ invitation is not that we carry him with us but rather an invitation to follow where he would lead.  When Christ invites Philip to follow, may we remember we are the invited.
1. Invite children to a brief game of follow the leader.  Have them follow you to different places in the worship space that are significant to the community:  the bap​tismal font, a stained glass window, the altar, the pul​pit, a pew, or the organ bench or band.  Choose a few places to stop to reflect about how we are led in church.  Thank God for the leaders we follow in our worship.

Prayer:

God, thank you for leading us, and thank you for all those people you send to lead.  Help us to find faith as we follow, and open our ears to hear you and our eyes to see you, and thank you for sending us Jesus.  Help us to follow him.











Amen
(Or wherever the kids take it from there…)

Second Sunday after Epiphany  January 15, 2012 (Lectionary 2)

1 Samuel 3:1-10 [11-20]; 1 Corinthians 6:12-20; John 1:43-51

Prayer of the Day—Thanks be to you, Lord Jesus Christ, most merciful redeemer, for the countless blessings and benefits you give. May we know you more clearly, love you more dearly, and follow you more nearly, day by day praising you, with the Father and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever.  Amen













