
Gathered in Community

1 Samuel 3:1-10, (11-20); Psalm 139:1-6, 13-18; 1 Corinthians 6:12-20; John 1:43-51

I love this Sunday of the church year and the scripture we are usually assigned to read. I love

it because on this second Sunday after the Epiphany, we usually focus on the accounts of Jesus

gathering his first disciples. That’s not only interesting, to know how Jesus’s ministry got going, but

it’s also relevant because here we are in our church re-gathering after the Christmas/New Year

holidays. The call of Samuel is also prominent in our readings today. It begs the question: How did

we get here?

The first thing that comes to my mind is the contrast between the call of Samuel and how

Jesus goes about gathering followers. Don’t you find it interesting that Jesus Christ, God’s Son, light

of the world, begins his work not by launching forth solo, doing it all by himself like Samuel had to,

but rather as a convener? Jesus Christ gathers ordinary people together before he does anything

else. Watching him gather his disciples tells us some important things about Jesus, and we thereby

learn some important things about us, his contemporary church, his present-day disciples whom he

has convened.

Lets take a walk through the story offered in John’s Gospel this morning by going back to what

happened the day before today’s reading. Let’s go to that day immediately after the Gospel account

of the baptism of Jesus by John the Baptist in the Jordan. and see what “epiphany” God gives today.

A new year has dawned for us, and we gather here in our church on a new day. Another day

dawns on our life with Jesus. We are still attempting to make sense of the wonder that has dawned in

the birth of Jesus Christ, which we celebrated here a few weeks ago.

Another day also dawns (in v. 35), and John and two of his disciples see Jesus. And when

John the Baptist looks at Jesus, he sees more than a young Jewish man in his early thirties; he sees
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the Lamb of God, sent by God to take away the sins of the world.

Previously, Jesus had come to John the Baptist (v. 29); now Jesus is simply walking by. John’s

disciples somehow get the sense that John, their teacher, wants them to make Jesus their teacher.

That is how they interpret his saying “Look, here is the Lamb of God.”(v. 37), even though John does

not tell them this directly. It simply says “they followed Jesus.”

Sometimes people follow Jesus without being told directly to do so, or without knowing all

they might like to know about Jesus. They just start walking with him as he passes by.

In other Gospels, Jesus calls on people, saying directly to them, “Follow me!” Sometimes he

directly says to people, “Come to me, and I’ll teach you to catch people!” like he said to Peter. But in

this moment, these two people simply follow Jesus as he walks by. Maybe these two are not yet full-

fledged disciples. Maybe they are just casual, curious seekers.

Sometimes people are curious about Jesus—just checking out the Christian faith, just

observing, watching from a distance, not attending every Sunday, not sitting in a prominent position

in the congregation—before they actually commit, sign on board, and become active disciples of

Jesus.

And then Jesus turns and asks a momentous question: “What are you looking for?” In the

Gospel of John, that’s a frequent motif—the quest, the journey, the search. It’s a question that ought

to be asked of each of us here, I suppose. What are you looking for? What are you, here in church

this morning, seeking? What word do you perhaps hope to hear in this sermon?

In the ancient church, when candidates would come forward for baptism, the priest would ask

them, “What do you seek from the church?” What do you hope to get out of this? What need do you

have that you are hoping to have met in this encounter?
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I think that’s a good question for us all, because sometimes people come to Jesus looking for

the wrong things. They come to Jesus hoping to find prosperity in life, material gain, a technique for

getting more of what they want, more than they want Jesus. Or we come wanting simple,

straightforward answers to our questions. Or we want to feel better about ourselves and the course of

our lives. Or, well, you fill in the blank. What are you looking for?

Perhaps it’s good to know that Jesus really cares about what we are looking for. In asking this

question of these novice disciples, Jesus is attempting to get to know them, to understand what

motivates them, what need is unfulfilled in their lives. Perhaps he wants to tailor discipleship to fit

who they are, their gifts, their needs, their abilities. So maybe the question “What are you looking

for?” is a sure indication that Jesus cares about people as indiv iduals, as we are, and wants us to tell

him who we are and what quest we are on.

But the two followers respond not by telling Jesus what they are looking for (maybe they don’t

know!) but by asking him the question, “Where are you staying?” Then they go and stay the night

where Jesus is staying.

Sometimes when people are asked by Jesus, or by his church, “What are you looking for?” they

have no answer because they don’t know what they’re looking for. They are searching for something,

and they can’t say just what. They are seeking a more fulfilling life or a greater sense of purpose or

meaning and that is okay. Sometimes Jesus and his church offer those things. 

Sometimes the church helps us to form a better answer than we could have come up with on

our own. We come to church because we say we want to meet new people; and we find that we not

only wanted to make some new friends but we also wanted to meet God. We start reading the Bible

because we think we want to find some straightforward answers to life’s tough questions when what
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we actually find is God with us, God present to us, which we find to be better even than answers. 

I heard about the person who said, “I came to church this morning seeking a blessing, and

instead I received a job to do for Jesus!” Anybody here ever had that experience of receiving an

unexpected answer to a question you didn’t know you were asking?

Then Andrew, who had heard about Jesus from John the Baptist, went and found his brother

Simon Peter (who would eventually becomes the premier disciple) and told him, “We have found the

Messiah!” And, as the Gospel says, “He led him to Jesus.”

Sometimes, well, most of the time, somebody must lead us to Jesus. It is likely that few of us,

well, almost none of us found Jesus on our own. Somebody had to be like Andrew and lead us to

Christ. Somebody had to be a witness, tell us the story, point us the right way, testify to what Jesus

meant to them. And like Peter, many of us are brought to Jesus by a member of our own family.

Here’s another remarkable thing: Andrew has only been a follower of Jesus for maybe a day

or so, and already he is busy bringing other people to Jesus. People who find Jesus lead others to

Jesus. Evangelism. Not pounding people over the head with it or threatening an eternity in hell, but by

sharing the good news of love.  People who are met by Jesus help others to meet Jesus. Witness.

Friendship with Jesus is contagious. In today’s Gospel, note not only that Jesus gathers people but

that Jesus gathers people through other people who have been gathered to Jesus. John nudges his

two disciples toward Jesus. Then Andrew urges Peter toward Christ. And then in our reading today,

here comes Philip witnessing to Nathanael. 

Andrew, Philip, and Peter were all from the same hometown. Most of us are brought to Jesus

not through the efforts of some visiting evangelist who blows into town and throws a big event at the

town auditorium but rather through relatives, friends, folks who are good at making introductions to
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Jesus. 

If we had the time, we could go around this congregation and we would likely find that

everyone here had some Andrew or Philip who introduced them to the Christ who so wanted to meet

you. I hope, if we had the time, we would find that many of you could name someone to whom you

were Andrew or Philip, someone who knows Jesus mainly because of your introduction.

When Philip said to Nathanael, “We’ve found the Messiah, Jesus from Nazareth,” Nathanael

scoffed saying, “Can anything from Nazareth be good?”

But when he met Jesus face-to-face, his scoffing turned to wonder. 

Jesus doesn’t scorn your skepticism, your scoffing, your doubts, but wants to engage you in

order to convince you, so that he might call you.

When Jesus tells Nathanael that he had a premonition of him, and that he saw him under a fig

tree before he met him (whatever that’s all about), Nathanael’s doubts melted, and he believed.

Jesus was more than just another wandering teacher from Nazareth.

Jesus seems to be a bit amused that Nathanael believes just because of the mystery of

Jesus’s foreknowledge of him under a fig tree, but that’s the way it sometimes is. Sometimes people

come to Jesus not because they are clear on Christology, not because they’ve got Jesus all figured out

and are sure in their belief, but because of some strange, inexplicable attraction to Jesus. They have

some weird experience, some vision that they don’t tell anybody about, and through that they make

the leap toward having faith in and following Jesus. Perhaps some of you came to Jesus just that

way.

But then the passage ends with Jesus promising the once-skeptical, now strangely believing

Nathanael, “You will see greater things than these!” If you were impressed that I knew you before I met
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you, could see you under a fig tree before you saw me, wait until you see what else I’ve got to show

you!

And I think that’s just what Jesus says to each one of us this morning. You are like every

character in this story. We have been gathered in community by Jesus. In some way, Jesus found a

way to get to us before we knew how or why to come to Jesus. Our doubts were overcome; maybe a

good friend explained it to you in such a way that you could say yes; somehow, someway, you got

gathered by Jesus. You may be gathered here this morning, having come from a variety of paths, just

like Philip, Peter, Nathanael, and all the rest, but here you are, gathered with Jesus. 

It’s an amazing way for Jesus to begin his work, an epiphany of the way God gets what God

wants out of the world, a wonderful story of the formation of the church, the birth of our faith. But I tell

you one last thing—Jesus says “you haven’t seen nothin’ yet. You will see even greater things than

these.” Thanks be to God. Amen.
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