
 
 
Second Sunday after Epiphany 
January 17, 2021 
 
 
Prelude  
 

Gathering 
Acolyte: Jesus Christ is the light of the world. We light this candle as a sign that Christ  

has come and Christ will come again. As the light pushes back darkness let us 
walk with, learn from, and worship Jesus Christ. 

 
Liturgist: That light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it. 
 
All: The true light that gives light to everyone has come into the world. 
 
Liturgist: The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen  

his glory, the glory of the one and only son who came from the Father, full  
of grace and truth. John 1:5, 9, 14 adapted 

 
All Singing: 103 “Arise, Shine, for Your Light Is Come” 
 Singing verses 1, 2, 3, and 5 
 
God’s Greeting 
Passing the Peace 
 

Reconciliation 
Liturgist: You have searched me, Lord, and you know me. 
 You know when I sit and when I rise; 
 you know my thoughts; 
 you know my going out and my lying down; 
 you are familiar with all my ways. 
 You hem me in behind and before and you lay your hand upon me. 



All: So, where can I go from your Spirit? 
 Where can I flee your presence? 
 If I go to the heavens, you are there; 
 if I make my bed in the depths, you are there; 
 if rise on the wings of the dawn, 
 if I settle on the far side of the sea, 
 your hand will guide me and hold me fast. 
  Psalm 139:1-10 adapted 
 
Liturgist: Lord, hear us as we pray:  
 
All: Forgive us. 

You are everywhere and we forget about you. 
 You are beside us and we ignore you. 
 You are behind us and we run from you. 
 You are in front of us and we make our own way. 
 You are light and we cherish the dark.  
 
All Singing: 107 “Come, Light, Light of God” 
 
 Come, light, light of God, o’erwhelm all creation. 
 Enlighten our hearts; let your light dwell in us. 
 
Liturgist: For this is the message that we have heard from him and declare to you: God is 

light; in him there is no darkness at all. If we walk in the light, as he is in the light, 
we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies  
us from all sin. 

 
All: As we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and 

purify us from all unrighteousness. I John 1:5-9 adapted 
 
All Singing: 665 “I Heard the Voice of Jesus Say” 
 

Proclamation 
Minister: If I say, “Surely the darkness will hide me and light become night around me,  

even the darkness will not be dark to you; the night will shine like the day, for  
the darkness is as light to you.” Psalm 139:11-12 

 
All: Lord God, may your Word be a lamp to our feet and a light to our path, through 

Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen. 
 
Scripture: John 1:43-51 

 
The next day Jesus decided to leave for Galilee. Finding Philip, he said to him, 
“Follow me.” 
Philip, like Andrew and Peter, was from the town of Bethsaida. Philip found 
Nathanael and told him, “We have found the one Moses wrote about in the Law, 
and about whom the prophets also wrote—Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph.” 
“Nazareth! Can anything good come from there?” Nathanael asked. 
“Come and see,” said Philip. 
When Jesus saw Nathanael approaching, he said of him, “Here truly is an Israelite 
in whom there is no deceit.” 
“How do you know me?” Nathanael asked. 
Jesus answered, “I saw you while you were still under the fig tree before Philip 
called you.” 



Then Nathanael declared, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God; you are the king  
of Israel.” 
Jesus said, “You believe because I told you I saw you under the fig tree. You will 
see greater things than that.” He then added, “Very truly I tell you, you will see 
‘heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on’ the Son  
of Man.” 
 

Minister: The Word of the Lord. 
All: Thanks be to God. 
 
Sermon: Creating Church 
 
All Singing: 248 “We Are Your People” 
 Singing verses 1, 2, 3, 4, and 6 
 

Dedication 
Prayers of the People 
 
All Singing: 930 “This Little Light of Mine” 
 
Benediction 
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A few days ago, I heard a few pastors lamenting church life in a pandemic. They shared stories 
of closing and opening and closing again and reopening again. They told tales of mask-wearers 
and mask-resisters. There was talk of taking temperatures at the door, figuring out safe seating 
arrangements, and navigating new technologies. They have congregants who are COVID 
cautious and those who think it’s all a bunch of overblown-liberal-hoo-ha. And, there was lots of 
handwringing about the future of the church – what was being lost in all of this.  
 
To a person these pastors are worried about people falling out of the habit of coming to 
church….  

They recognize that congregational worship is a discipline, for many that discipline has 
been broken, and therefore they’re worried that people won’t return. It’s easier to stay 
home in your comfy pants with a cup of coffee and checkout the livestream if you feel 
like it. (And if you don’t? Eh. No biggie.) They’re bird-dogging all the metrics of in-
person or on-line engagement, and they’re wondering what else they can do to keep the 
church habit intact. 

 
I have some of the same concerns.  

I watch the trajectory of our YouTube views.  
I wonder how to engage kids in meaningful ways.  
I think we’ll lose people along the way… 

But, truth be told, I’m not really that worried. While congregational worship is a 
habit there is also a deep human longing for community. I believe that most of us 
will come back to church because we miss, need, and want to be together.  

 
I’m reminded of a line by 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. 

 
I think most of us will come back to congregational worship because we’re not soloists, we’re 
part of a choir. We long for an expression and experience of authentic, felt, human connection 
and community.  
 
Which, dear friends, brings us to our text….  

I’m 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.”  

 



Last week we noted that not every gospel includes a nativity narrative but they all include the 
baptism of Jesus. And, as it turns out, they also all include stories of Jesus calling disciples. They 
all include the start of this new community. This morning we pick up one of those stories.  
 
Jesus calls Andrew and Simon Peter, but before he leaves town, he invites Phillip to follow, who 
in turn gets Nathanael. The invitation is simple, “Come and see.” 
 
The call of Nathanael is quirky and intriguing. For, after first questioning the quality of Nazarene 
products, Nathanael follows Phillip to meet Jesus. Who, 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 brother, connived with his mother, duped his father, and snookered 
Laban. He even tried to strike up a bargain with God. Jacob was a classic grifter, and yet 
God wrestled with him, 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’d never met, know 
anything about him? Jesus counters that he saw him under the fig tree. Which again, is curious, 
but it is probably an allusion 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.       

 
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.  
 
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 stairway to 
heaven. And, when he woke, he named the place Beth el – the house of God. He built an 
altar there and returned there to talk to God. 

 
Dear friends, I’d suggest that in this exchange between Jesus and Nathanael, John is pointing 
toward….  

Jesus as the place where God dwells in creation. 
Jesus as the place where the ladder to heaven touches ground.  
And, Jesus as the place where the new Israel, the new community, begins. 

 
Look, these are dark and difficult days. We are rightly anxious about the state of the Union. I’ve 
heard some of you rail on in anger about antifa and identity politics and creeping socialism; 
while others are floored and frightened by Christian nationalists, insurrectionists, and the 
alternative reality of right-wing media. As one who hears regularly from both sides, I don’t know 
how the divide is healed. As one who’s conflict avoidant, I steer clear of conversations in my 
own family for fear of hurt and fracture.  
 
And yet, God calls us (in Jesus) to a new community. God calls scoundrels like Jacob and 
straight shooters like Nathanael. God calls both sides of our current political divide to “come and 
see,” to follow Jesus, and to be gathered in a magnificent, albeit messy, 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, that’s not easy. Gathering in political anger or political anxiety is probably a more 
doable task, but we’re called to a community that’s more than friendship and an allegiance that’s 
deeper than the allegiances of country and flag. We are called to “come and see” even in a 
pandemic when the worship habit hangs in the balance….  
 
Because it strikes me that Jesus doesn’t start with  

a belief system,  
or behavioral standards,  
or personal qualities,  
or a political smell test;  
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 or online.  
 



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.  

  
Turns out that Nathanael sort of disappears after this exchange with Jesus and he’s not listed later 
as one of the 12 disciples. Although, there’s some speculation that he may also be called 
Bartholomew and then he makes the cut…. 
 
However, there is 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, he tells them to throw their nets on the other side of the boat. 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.  

 
Dear friends, we’re doing the best we can to keep the fire lit at Hope and we’re eager to break 
bread when you arrive. We pray that when we open for in-person worship you’ll join us. We 
pray that you’ll commit to the discipline of congregational worship with new found vigor – 
because of what you’ve missed. And we pray that you’ll follow Jesus into expressions of a new 
community, full of flawed and fallen humans – a messy magnificent whole.  
 
Thanks be to God. 
Amen. 


