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A friend in Seattle is starting a choir. Rather than join a church choir, and rather than 
tryouts and practices with a community choir, he’s using social media to crowdsource a 
choir. Without religious or historical baggage, without a divide between performance and 
audience, without any barriers, he wants to “recover singing as an ancient communal art 
that helps us participate in a magnificent whole. We are what we’re waiting for.”  
 
That is a wonderful-open-hearted-hope. He wants to gather a community around the joy 
of singing. He opens his crowdsourcing pitch with this quote from Stephen Cope: 
 

In monasteries of old, when monks were asked, "What are we here for?" The 
monks would answer in Latin, propter chorum, which means, for the sake of the 
choir. We are not soloists. We are not divas. We are part of and in support of the 
choir, a magnificent whole. 

 
There is a delightful idealism in this endeavor, but I also think my young friend is onto 
something. He is tapping into a deep longing to belong to something bigger than self, 
bigger than partisan politics, and bigger than ethnic or religious identities.  When we’re 
defined by social media that often makes us lonelier, or divided by tribal echo chambers 
that keep us polarized, he wants to be part of a bigger whole. He wants an expression and 
experience of authentic, felt, human community.  
 
I get that desire. Don’t you?  

Isn’t there something inside of you that wants to be connected to others in ways 
that are honest and supportive and mutually dependent? Don’t you want to be 
loved and accepted by others exactly as you are? I’ve got your back and you’ve 
got mine. In a world that’s splintered and insular don’t you long for the 
magnificent whole? 

 
Which, dear friends, brings us to our text….  

I am not sure that Jesus set out to start to a new religion, or that he even intended 
what we now understand as church, but I am sure that Jesus calls, gathers, and 
creates a new community. I am sure that Jesus is pulling together the “magnificent 
whole.”   

 
The four gospels have different beginning places. Matthew and Luke include stories of 
Mary, Joseph, and the baby. John and Mark start without nativity narratives. And yet, 
what all four gospels have in common are stories of Jesus calling disciples. They all 
include the start of this new community, and our text this morning is such a story.  
 



Jesus calls Andrew and his brother Simon Peter, but before he leaves town he invites 
Phillip to follow, who in turn goes and gets Nathanael. And the invitation is simple, 
“Come and see….” 
 
The call of Nathanael is particularly intriguing. For after first questioning the quality of 
Nazarene products, Nathanael follows Phillip to meet Jesus. Who in turn, upon seeing 
Nathanael, calls out:  

 
Here truly is an Israelite in whom there is no deceit.  
 

What’s lost in translation is an allusion to Jacob. It might better be translated, “Here is a 
true Israelite in whom there is no guile.” And, “guile” is the word used to describe Jacob.  
You remember Jacob….  

He swindled his hairy brother Esau, duped his father, connived with his mother, 
and snookered Laban. He even tried to strike up a bargain with God. Jacob was a 
classic grifter. But, God wrestled with Jacob, called him his own, and renamed 
him “Israel.”    

 
So, when Jesus sees Nathanael coming, in effect he says:  
 

Here is a true Israelite, in whom there is no Jacob.   
 Here is true community, here is honest community. 
 
Nathanael is taken aback. How could this man from Nazareth, whom he has never met, 
know anything about him?  Jesus counters that he saw him under the fig tree. Which, 
again, is curious. But, there is probably an allusion here to an image that the prophet 
Micah employs of the coming kingdom where:  
 

Everyone will sit under their own vine and under their own fig tree, and no one 
will make them afraid. Micah 4:5 

 
So. One way to read this text is to see Nathanael as emblematic of a new Israel.  A 
reboot. A faithful Israelite ~ one of the first called to this new community. We are who 
we’ve been waiting for…. 
 
To which Nathanael responds: 
 
 Rabbi, you are the Son of God; you are the king of Israel. 
 
And, that seems a little heavy handed if all Jesus did was spy on Nathanael while he was 
relaxing under the shade of a big fig tree. But, Jesus counters,  
  

Hold onto your tunic! You think that’s something? You’re going to see greater 
things than that. You’re going to see heaven open, and the angels of God 
ascending and descending on the Son of Man. 

 



Which brings us back to Jacob.  
Remember Jacob had a dream where he saw angels climbing up and down a 
ladder to heaven. And, when he awoke he named the place Beth el – the house of 
God. He built an altar there and returned there to talk to God. 

 
Dear friends, maybe, just maybe, what John is suggesting in this exchange between Jesus 
and Nathanael is that….  

Jesus is the place where God breaks into creation. 
Jesus is the place where the ladder to heaven touches ground.  
Jesus is the place where the dwelling of God is with people.  
Jesus is the place where the new community, the new Israel, begins. 

 
I worked with a pastor who loved the idea of people but didn’t really like people. He 
complained constantly about the people in the congregation ~ they annoyed him, they 
disappointed him, and they didn’t like him. He loved the idea of the church, but he 
wanted something different than the people of the church…  
 
Community is good in theory. Community is hard in practice. We annoy one another, 
disappoint one another, and don’t always like one another. The ideal that we long for is 
complicated by the reality of our humanity….  

And, that reality is made more difficult by busy cosmopolitan lives that are 
stretched all-over greater Chicagoland. Our community is enhanced and hobbled 
by ethnic traditions, class divisions, musical tastes, long histories, and every 
malady of being human….   

And, one of the reasons why mega-churches grow is that they can offer a 
kind of anonymous worship-tainment without the messy details of messy 
relationships with messy people….  

 
And yet, Jesus crowdsourced community. He called scoundrels like Jacob and straight 
shooters like Nathanael. He gathers a messy magnificent whole.  
 
In the words of Frederick Buechner: 
 

Jesus made his church out of human beings with more or less the same mixture in 
them of cowardice and guts, intelligence and stupidity, of selfishness and 
generosity, of openness of heart and sheer cussedness as you would be apt to find 
in any one of us. The reason that he made his church out of human beings is that 
human beings were all there was to make it out of. In fact, as far as I know, 
human beings are all there is to make it out of still. It’s a point worth 
remembering…. 

 
Dear friends, you are called to a community defined not by neighborhood or nationality, 
class or culture, gender or orientation.  You are called to a community that is somehow 
different than, or bigger than friendship and yet includes friends. You are called out by 
God.  
 



If you don’t know where you belong, 
if you don’t know where you fit,  
if you don’t know who your people are…  
you are called to the community of Christ.  

 
Jesus doesn’t start with a system of beliefs or a set of behavioral standards; he starts with 
community. Come as you are; there is room for all.  And, while we often fail one another, 
and there are pragmatic and problematic hurdles, and it might be easier to be a soloist, the 
essential calling of Christ is to community. You can’t do Jesus alone.  
 
Again Buechner: 
 

Maybe the best thing that could happen to the church would be for some great 
tidal wave of history to wash it all away ~ the church buildings tumbling, the 
church money lost, the church bulletins blowing through the air like dead leaves, 
the differences between preachers and congregations all lost too. Then all we 
would have left would be each other and Christ, which was all there was in the 
first place.  

  
Nathanael sort of disappears after this exchange. He isn’t listed in the names of the 12 
disciples. There is some speculation that he may also be called Bartholomew and then he 
makes the cut. But, there is only one other place where Nathanael shows up….  

At the end of the Gospel of John, when the resurrected Jesus appears to his 
disciples while they’re fishing, Jesus tells them to throw their nets on the other 
side. They catch more than they can carry. As they come ashore Jesus has a fire 
waiting and he breaks bread and gives it to them….   

And there sits Nathanael  
A sign of new community.  

 
Come to the table. 
Come as you are. 
Come and see.  
You are the community of Christ.    
 
Amen.  
 
 
 


