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Introduction

Before Christmas I was at Bed, Bath & Beyond looking to use one of my ubiquitous 20% off mailer coupons on a Christmas gift when I overheard a conversation between a man and a woman. They were obvious acquaintances who had not seen each other for a while. The man was going on and on about the wonderful men’s Bible study he was attending and how he thought her husband would enjoy it. Then when she could finally get a word in edgewise, she rebutted with a description of the wonderful things her church was doing.  The man’s enthusiasm for conversation waned when he realized that she was not going to encourage her husband to attend his Bible study. I was impressed with their enthusiasm for their churches and thought, “They can’t possibly be Presbyterians. Presbyterians don’t talk like this about their faith and their churches. Yet aren’t we disciples of Jesus supposed to share our faith?
The Gospel of John

In today’s gospel reading, we find some guidance. John  presents a different take on Jesus’ call to discipleship than that of the synoptic gospels.  Well, John is just a different Gospel altogether. I remember one professor in seminary commenting that John is the gospel in which Jesus walks about 2 feet off the ground. Of course we know that John’s gospel was written some time after the synoptics, and so it was written with a larger perspective of the spread of the church throughout the Mediterranean world. Also, the Gospel of John reads more like one long sermon than Mark, Mathew and Luke.  John is the only Gospel that mentions Nathanael, the disciple featured in today’s reading.
The Call to Discipleship


In our passage we find the call of the first disciples of Jesus.  Note that Peter and Andrew are not fishing when Jesus calls them.  They are already disciples of John the Baptist, and after Jesus is baptized by John, they readily switch to following Jesus. The setting for our reading for this evening is the day following the call of Andrew and Simon Peter.  Jesus is obviously on a recruiting expedition.  He finds Philip and Jesus says to him, “Follow me.” And whammo, he does… just like that.
An excited Philip seeks out his friend Nathanael to tell him the Good News about Jesus. With Nathanael, discipleship is a different story.  Nathanael is not easily persuaded by the witness of Philip. When Philip states, “We have found him about whom Moses in the law and the prophets wrote, Jesus son of Joseph of Nazareth,” Nathanael is skeptical.  “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” he questions. At the time Nazareth was a little backwater town of fewer than 200 people. Nathanael reveals himself as something of an elitist if not an out and out bigot—he’s prejudiced against Nazarenes!

MLKing Weekend


We are familiar with this kind of prejudging. This weekend we celebrate the legacy of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. King believed in the value and dignity of every human being, no matter where he or she comes from. The struggle for securing respect and equal rights for everyone regardless of racial/ethnic/national origin, gender, sexual orientation, educational achievement, religious beliefs, and wealth continues. Daily the news reminds us of how much farther we have to go in order to make King’s dream a reality. 
Nathanael Believes and Follows


Back to our reading for today.  Nathanael is skeptical about matters of faith.  Philip probably knows better than to argue with his friend. He simply says, “Come and see.” So Nathanael follows Philip to meet Jesus, who is portrayed by the writer of John as having supernatural prescience about Nathanael.  As Nathanael approaches, Jesus states, “Here is truly an Israelite in whom there is no deceit!”  The former Revised Standard Version translates the Greek word “dolos” as guile.  And Eugene Peterson in The Message renders the phrase this way: “There's a real Israelite, not a false bone in his body." Jesus recognizes Nathanael as someone who is straight-forward, honest. We get the impression that Nathanael is who he presents himself to be, and he’s honest, probably a trait as hard to find those days as it is today. At the invitation of his friend Philip, he comes to meet Jesus for himself.


Jesus speaks first and declares him “an Israelite in whom there is no deceit,” and Nathanael asks, “Where did you get to know me?” Nathanael is probably racking his brain—you know that experience. A person recognizes you, but you can’t remember for the life of you remember who this person is or where you met him/her. (Yes, Ralph, it happens even to the rest of us who aren’t movie stars!) Jesus responds, “I saw you under the fig tree before Philip called you.”

Don’t you wonder what Nathanael was doing under the fig tree?  In those days since they provided good shade, fig trees were common places for men to gather and argue about scripture while the women were home doing all the work, well, maybe not all the work. Then again, Nathanael could have been taking a nap under the fig tree. What is important in this story is that when Jesus states that he saw Nathanael under the fig tree, Nathanael perceives that Jesus has a supernatural ability.  He replies with a statement of faith, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!”


Even Jesus seems a bit surprised by this burst of belief. “Do you believe because I told you that I saw you under the fig tree? You will see greater things than these.”  The phrase, “you will see greater things than these,” is repeated in John’s Gospel.  It is as if Jesus is saying, “You are just getting started on this road to discipleship. My disciples will see greater miracles and blessings. This pericope ends with a statement by Jesus, “Very truly, I tell you, you will see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man.”  While this statement may seem a bit obscure, Nathanael, schooled in the writings of the Hebrew scriptures, would readily have recognized this reference. While not a direct citation, this image of angels ascending and descending reminded the listeners of Jacob’s ladder. You will recall that when Jacob awoke from his dream, he erected an altar in acknowledgment of his experience of God in that place. As God was present to Jacob, God is present in Jesus, and awareness of the presence of God in Jesus will continue to unfold in the lives of Jesus’ followers. 
People Come to Faith in Different Ways


This short Gospel reading for today reveals different ways that people come to faith in Jesus Christ. Andrew and Simon Peter were ready and waiting for the Messiah, willing to respond to the simple invitation, “Follow me.” Nathanael, on the other hand, took convincing. Maybe he was a thinking/sensing on the Myers-Briggs inventory. He was not about to embrace a new faith without personal experience with Jesus. He needed to be persuaded that Jesus wasn’t one of the many itinerate prophets popping up all over the known world as the latest iteration of the Messiah.  He needed a personal encounter with Jesus that deeply connected him with the presence of God. Disciples today are not unlike the first followers of Jesus in the ways we come to faith. Some are ready believers; others are skeptics. Some accept the love of Christ through fellowship with others; some need a personal encounter, an epiphany in order to accept Christ. What God wants is for us to be our real selves, coming to belief in ways that are consistent with who we are. And when we do, we are to follow Jesus.
Come and See

There is another aspect of discipleship that is revealed in this brief passage.  When Philip came to faith, he sought someone, a friend, with whom to share it.  He didn’t keep it to himself.  And when he approached his friend Nathanael, he didn’t argue with him and try to convince him of the veracity of his claim. He said, “Come and see.” An integral aspect of discipleship to Jesus Christ is inviting others to “come and see,” to come and meet Jesus. This is a problem for many of us who were brought up in mainline denominations. We’re not very good at inviting people to “come and see.” When I was called to Riverside Presbytery 3 ½ years ago, I looked forward to working with an excited team of people in reshaping the life of the Presbytery, helping transform struggling churches, and planting new ones, embracing strategies to grow the diversity of our churches and missions.  I was not naïve about these possibilities. I had experience in doing these things before in other presbyteries. 


Who would have thought at the time I said yes to service in Riverside that two votes of the General Assembly would change everything so dramatically. The adoption of amendment 10-A and n-FOG sparked a time of instability in the PCUSA that I have not witnessed in my lifetime. Instead of forging ahead with new initiatives in building churches and increasing our mission, we are bogged down with churches withholding per capita and mission support and talking about leaving the presbytery or the PCUSA altogether. These challenges come on top of major adaptive changes our churches need to make in order to grow and thrive.  PCUSA churches have depended on the same old tricks for generations, for example, having babies who grow up to be Presbyterians, and adhering to the matra of “Here’s the church, Here’s the Steeple, Open the Doors” and the people will come flowing in.  “If we just have the right kind of music, the right kind of pastor, good visability, and plenty of publicity, people will come. 

But for us today making new disciples is much more like the way Christians did in the first and second centuries-- by inviting people come to faith and participate in the community of faith.  This is not an easy task.  It’s no wonder the PCUSA and other mainline churches are losing members.  What are we offering? Do we really want to say to our friends, “Come and see” our church squabbles, the ways vitriolic speech and practiced bigotry separate us.”

   
I know that most of you have come Spirit of the Desert because someone along the way invited you to “come and see” what God is up to among these people. You know how to grow a community of faith, and you can teach others in the Presbytery how to do evangelism.
Challenge


This election year, we might yearn for more people running for office like Nathanael—“a man without deceit!”  Certainly as I navigate the politics of the PCUSA, I’m seeking people without deceit, without hidden agendas, with whom to engage in honest, forthright conversation.  One of the problems we have is that at least in Riverside Presbytery we haven’t done what the Peace, Unity, and Purity Task Force encouraged us to do—study scripture and pray together with those with whom we do not agree on issues of importance to us.  Instead, people have rarely talked openly about the issues and they have gathered in camps with people who think like they do, who share the same ways of reading and interpreting scripture.


Let us pray for the day when we can get past these church fights and get about the business of discipleship. Let us dream of a church that is deeply committed to the way of Jesus, to sharing faith and working for justice, human dignity, and peace. Let us commit ourselves to being faithful disciples of Jesus who invite others to know and love and serve God.  Amen.
