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“Known”

Our church year began after Thanksgiving, with our time of waiting during

Advent.  We celebrated the birth of the Messiah during Christmas and Epiphany with

the coming of the Magi to Bethlehem.  Last week we heard about Jesus’ baptism and the

beginning of his public ministry and mission.  These next two weeks we will read in the

Gospels about Jesus’ call to the disciples as he adds to his number followers to join him

in revealing the grace and salvation of God that has come for all people through him.

Today we find ourselves in John’s Gospel, as Philip and Nathanael are invited to

join him.  As the story tells us, Jesus simply tells Philip, “Follow me.”  Philip then,

perhaps because of his excitement from this invitation, runs to get a friend, Nathaniel –

he has met this person who is the promised Messiah, the one of whom the prophets

foretold – this promised Son of God is here and he wants to share this Good News – so

he asks Nathaniel to join him.

But Nathaniel doesn’t share Philip’s immediate response; he questions this

discovery, particularly raising the issue about Jesus’ hometown, “Can anything good

come out of Nazareth?”  “Come and see.”  Philip doesn’t try to defend his discovery but

takes him to Jesus so he can find out for himself.  Jesus goes on to reveal that he knows

Nathaniel – he declares him to be an Israelite in whom there is no deceit.  And because
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Jesus knows him, Nathaniel is convinced.  He believes what Philip had declared to be

true:  that this man Jesus was the Messiah, the Son of God who has come for the

salvation of the world.

My first call out of seminary was as an Associate Pastor where among other

things, I oversaw and led the church’s youth ministry.  During my ten years there I

formed a relationship with one youth in particular who was in high school when I first

arrived. Being her pastor from years 13 through 23 was a wonderful blessing as I

walked alongside her during her formative teenage years, the throes of high school, the

adventure of college, and discovering what came next as her adult life began.  Bridgette

was a passionate person with a strong spirit and a zest for life.  It was a privilege to see

her own self-discovery unfold.  Her early 20’s were full of trying new adventures, new

relationships, and new places to call home.  While her ventures took her to D.C.,

Virginia, and Utah, we always managed to stay in touch, even after months of

disconnect.  Our on-going joke when I spoke with her for the first time on some new

adventures was my opening question, “So, who did you fall in love with this time?”

She always laughed, but then went on to tell me about the relationship. She knew

herself well enough to know that my question was a valid one.

As is often the case with our human relationships, while not malicious, we use

other people to get our needs met.  She was someone who cherished the intensity of

human relationships, which meant she was always falling in love with somebody.  Even

when our intents are good and pure, as human beings we often use people for our own



3

needs.  We fall in love to enjoy the blessing of human intimacy.  We develop

friendships for support and companionship in life.  We rely on co-workers to help us out

when we need to get something done.  We ask our parents for favors and want closeness

with our children. At best this is an honest reflection of our need to be in community

with other people.

But at worst, when taken a little too far, our lives may become transactional, and

we reach out to others only when we need something from them; we ask for favors and

help from whoever is around us – somebody, anybody, regardless of who that

“somebody” actually is.  At times, we may wind up becoming objects, the “somebody”,

when someone else finds themselves in need of something. The reality of life is that

sometimes Bridgette just wants to be in love, who it actually happens to be with is of

secondary importance. Sometimes people need just “somebody” and we end up filling

that role.

Which is why, which is why, when we find those relationship and those situations

where the “somebody” matters, there is a depth of meaning that goes beyond superficial

transactions and just getting our needs met or meeting the needs of someone else.  When

we find that person to fall in love with who we actually love and adore because of who

they are.  When we find that job that uses our unique characteristics and abilities, and

we are not just a warm body filling a slot.  When we use our particular gifts and

passions to build up the body of Christ, doing church work that matches who we are.

When we are subjects, being who we are in relationships and situations, there is a depth
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of meaning and purpose that transcends life as usual with all its predictable give and

take transactions.  You know the friendships I’m talking about, those people who feel

like sisters or brothers who get you, who understand you, who can step outside

themselves and see you for who you are.  It’s the relationship that you end up carving

your entire life around because your partner knows you; really knows you, who looks

beyond their own needs and sees you for who God has created you to be.

This is what is going on here in John’s Gospel.  When Jesus calls these first

disciples, it is not with the superficial desire of just wanting more followers.  He is not

just amassing numbers so his flock can grow, gathering whoever happens to be around

because he’s looking for an increase in attendance from last week’s miracle. When he

calls Nathaniel, he knows him.  Jesus understands him, knows who he is deep in his

soul, and sees him for who he truly is. When Christ calls us to discipleship, when he

calls us to follow him, we are not called as objects to fulfill a quota or to plug some hole

that needs filled.  But Christ calls us as subjects, as an individual with strengths and

weakness, with specific gifts and talents, with personal passions and desires.

My favorite Psalm is the one we read today, number 139:  the God who searches

us and knows us, who knows when we lie down and when we rise, who follows us to

the depths of the earth, even when we fall into the Pit.  The God who calls us to

discipleship, the one who needs us to work for his kingdom on earth, knows us with a

depth of intimacy closeness that could really bring us to tears.  Of all the times in our

lives when we will feel like a number, when we feel like we are being used by someone
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else to fulfill their own needs, when we feel misunderstood and mistreated – what a

comfort to know that our God knows us personally and calls us by name and uses our

particular gifts and talents to bring the light of Christ to the world. Our call to

discipleship is not a blanket call to whoever is walking by, but it is a particular call to

you, to me, to use our lives, our skills, our passions, our time to build up God’s

kingdom.

This particularity caught Nathanael’s attention; when Jesus knew him, really

knew him, he was willing to follow.  May this be so for us as well, that we know in the

depths of our hearts God calls us because God knows us, that our call is particular and

specific to who we are and where we are in our lives at this moment.  Like one of those

rare relationships in our lives that have a true depth of intimacy and knowing, God’s

relationship involves a knowledge of ourselves that is sincere and genuine.

As Philip rushes to tell Nathanael, he responds with a striking one-liner; did it

stick out in your mind? “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” A little bit of a

harsh question, but it opens up a good point – Nathanael obviously has some bias

against this town or else perhaps his is a question its insignificance.  Nazareth?  How

about Jerusalem?  Isn’t that more likely for the Messiah?  Jesus’ social location is

unimpressive.  But even from this insignificant town God can bring up a Savior.  Jesus’

social context opens up this possibility that even with questionable roots, even from

bland, flat Nazareth, God can do amazing things that reveal his kingdom.
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Our social context seems important to the world – Can anything good come from

…what?  West Philadelphia?  Can anything good come from that impoverish place?  Or

that dysfunctional family, or that group of rude people, or those poor people who are

always asking us for money, or that group of teenagers who are always up to no good

hanging out in the food court?  Can anything good come from those Wall Street money-

hungry executives?  The list goes on and on.  Our context is such that we, too have

groups of people who we may question whether there is any good in them or not – those

with a criminal record; those whose families are wrought with abuse; those who have

questionable morals; those who are always up to no good.

Jesus is not bound by his social context and his upbringing; God’s power to work

in him goes beyond such earthly limitations.  And such is the same for us; as we look

around at the outcasts of the world; those with poor reputations and tainted pasts; as we

look at the shady characters in our own lives; those who have made bad decisions and

have questionable morals; those with the wrong last names and the wrong accents.

And of course, this translates to you and me, too – as we reflect upon our own

upbringings, our own pasts, our own human marks.  Whether we are victims of abuse or

abusers, whether we come from meager means or have scandals within our family trees,

whether we are dealing with our own mental health issues or feel limited by our lack of

education or social status.  God calls us – knowing us – knowing all these things that

taint our past.  With the mark of baptism fresh on our foreheads, this passage reminds us

that God chooses to use even us, with our flaws and all, and not because we have
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learned how to cover them up so well; not because we are so good at hiding them; but

God knows all about us, when we rise up and when we sleep – God knows us and still

calls us. Not because God needs numbers, but because God needs you in particular and

me in particular to use our gifts to work for his kingdom.

As we embark on being church together in this New Year, we are that gathered

group of flawed, perhaps even unexpected disciples, scars and all, broken people fully

known by God, commissioned to gather together in worship and go into the world to

heal the sick and uplift the downtrodden. We have imperfections, we have messy lives,

we have marks from our past that are not pretty, things of which we are not proud.  But

here, as the blessed body of Christ, as the church that the Holy Spirit consecrates to be

the hands and feet of Christ in the world, here, we recognize that God knows our faults,

showers us with grace, and uses us as we are.  Here, because God first shows us mercy,

we reach out to one another and uphold each other with love and understanding, seeing

one another – faults and all, and affirming in each other our calling to heal the world

with God’s love.

And so, brothers and sisters in Christ, we answer once again, this complicated call

to discipleship, knowing that our histories or our mistakes aren’t an excuse to sit on the

sidelines.  We answer once again, this exciting call to discipleship, knowing that God

knows us deeply and needs our specific gifts and skills to bring about his kingdom, even

though we are not perfect saints.  As Christ’s church, we see these gifts in one another,
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uplifting one another’s special talents and passions, and finding a way to help this

congregation fulfill its mission.

The year that lies ahead is a challenging one for this congregation. As we seek to

increase our mission to our community, attract new brothers and sisters in Christ to our

congregation, and stabilize our financial future so we can do meaningful ministry for

years to come, we will be challenged to try new things.  We are going to prayerfully

discern where God wants us to go next and how.  We are going to disagree with one

another and changes will take place that we won’t all like.  But when congregations see

their church headed in new and exciting directions, individuals are willing to sacrifice

some of their own personal preferences.  While the downslide of membership may

situate us in a less-than desirable position, we have many things working in our favor.

First and foremost, in the short time that I have gotten to know you, you are a

congregation full of deeply spiritual people.  We won’t and you don’t all have the same

theological or social viewpoints, but your individual desires to know Jesus Christ

personally and live out your faith is evident, even in this brief time that I have been

here.  This may seems like a given for all churches, but it isn’t. Your personal

commitment to your faith is admirable and will be the foundation for our next steps

together.

Your vision for hospitality is deeper than the typical welcoming of visitors.  With

your presence in this public space and your understanding of biblical hospitality, this is

a congregation that truly welcomes the stranger.  You allow newcomers to feel as if they
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are already part of us – which they are, but not every congregation is able to embrace

that atmosphere. You welcome strangers with the sense that they, too, are children of

God, and this church is theirs as much as it is ours.

This combination of your commitment to your personal call to discipleship and

your depth of hospitality are specific ways that God knows us and sees us as a church.

And God will use these particular gifts of ours to build up the body of Christ –

strengthen existing disciples and calling new ones.  As Christ calls each of us to come

and follow, to use our specific gifts, he also calls us a community of faith to use our

specific gifts to fulfill his mission. We have the seeds for the Holy Spirit to continue to

take root and grow in this place, within this community of faith and in Plymouth

Meeting.  “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.”  Let us answer anew this call to

discipleship as individuals and as a church.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.


