Epiphany 2 10am 2012    Nathanael
“Can anything good come out of Nazareth?”, …and there is Nathanael’s brief moment of fame as he asks that rhetorical question, for it has rather entered common currency. Some places, fairly or unfairly, do have reputations (I gather our own town might have one itself!). Nathanael’s clearly less-than-flattering opinion of the place of Jesus’ birth reminded me of John Betjeman’s similar views on the place from which Mars Bars come: “Come friendly bombs and fall on Slough!” But it would be a pity if his rather hasty, and possibly intemperate rhetorical question, is all that we remember about Nathanael, because there are some depths to his story, as John presents that to us in his Gospel, that are well worth our dwelling upon further. In the fourth Gospel stories often take place at more than one level simultaneously, and this story certainly conforms to that pattern. Im am sure that St John didn’t record Nathanael’s somewhat over-candid views on Nazareth just to entertain the reader and cause a smile to cross our lips (though I would like to think that was at least part of his intention). I think John included Nathanael’s skeptical comment because it provided the Gospel’s first fulfilment of that line in St John’s great prologue, when he hear “He was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet the world did not know him. He came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him”. (John 1.10-11) Nathanael does not initially respond to the proclamation about Jesus. And this theme of skepticism is one that John explores at other points in his Gospel too: later-on another such moment accompanies the appearance of the risen Christ to his disciples, when Thomas refuses to believe without seeing and touching Jesus himself. So Nathanael, from his very first appearance, stage left, so to speak, in St John’s Gospel has a significant role to play. With the Fourth Evangelist, no one has a merely walk-on part. 
And as this story unfolds further, we see St John develop through Nathanael several other themes that will take on increasing prominence in his Gospel. Even given his skepticism about Nazareth and what might come out of it, Nathaniel still accepts Philip’s invitation to ‘come and see’ Jesus, and when he does go over, Jesus on noticing him, exclaims ‘Here is truly an Israelite in whom there is no deceit!’ That is a bit of a surprise, isn’t it, and in fact there has been much speculation, within the scholarly community, about what exactly it is that prompts Jesus to declare that. I suspect the answer to that may well never be known, but in the end it probably doesn’t really matter, for what is most significant here is what Jesus’ statement leads-on to in the story next. Nathanael is clearly as surprised as we are by what Jesus says about him, so he now asks how it is that Jesus knows him, and Jesus responds with another intriguing statement ”I saw you under the fig tree before Philip called you.’ As this gives the evangelist John the opportunity to introduce another of his great themes about Jesus in this Gospel: that Jesus knows things that are hidden, and discloses them into the light, and into the open. In the chapters that are to follow in John, Jesus often knows things not yet known by others, and things normally inaccessible to human beings. So, for example, when the Samaritan woman meets with him and discusses her problems, she finds that he mysteriously knows her marital history. Jesus discloses things that have remained concealed – he is the light that no darkness can overcome – just as he discloses his own identity and the identity of his father. This is a very major theme in John’s Gospel – one that John introduces at the very start in the prologue, and develops further and further as he tells Jesus story. Jesus brings the light of divine truth into the darkest corner of our world, to reveal things as they are. That is surely a message of perennial significance.
But, to return to our Gospel today – what happens next to Nathanael in the story? Well, now it is his turn to respond, and here we see that as a result of what Jesus has said about seeing him under the fig tree, Nathanael’s skepticism has turned to faith –emphatically so, in fact, for he proclaims ‘Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!’ John wants us to notice that what Nathanael now confesses is far more specific, full-blooded and profound than the proclamation that Philip made when he came to him, and which he rejected out of hand. He has instantly become a total believer. So, we discover that Nathanael, as it turns out,  does not remain with those who will not ‘know’ or ‘accept’ Jesus. Instead, he joins those who receive him. And this now gives John the opportunity to explore the third of his great Gospel themes through this story: the theme of accepting or rejecting Jesus, where the people Jesus encounters so often are provoked to make a judgment about him. They must decide for him, or against him. Are they on his side, or are they on the other side. John has very little tolerance for refusal or unwillingness to make a decision. We see this with the story of Nicomedus, a couple of chapters later, who comes to Jesus “by night,” hiding his desire to see Christ from the eyes of his peers and colleagues: Jesus tells him he is called to be “born from above”. Are you with me or not, Jesus is asking him? – Nicodemus leaves, having to think about that. And we see the same thing later – “do you recognise who I am” – with Pilate, when harassed Roman governor attempts to find a way to release Jesus without acknowledging who he is, only to find that Jesus will not accept this sort of compromise (John 18.28-19.16). Nathanael’s move from skeptical rejection to affirming who Jesus is and truly believing in him, stands as an early success story in St John’s Gospel, and prefigures those other moments to come when some understand who Jesus is and make the positive decision to follow him. But as we see, not all who meet Christ can do this, and Nathanael’s faith separates him from those who wish to occupy some none-existent middle ground. John would have us understand that that is an option not open to us. We see Jesus either with Nathanael’s initial skepticism, or with his eyes of faith. If the latter, then we can trust that Christ’s final words to Nathanael will apply equally to ourselves “You will see greater things than these… ‘Very truly, I tell you, you will see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man.’” We will see ultimately Christ in his glory, and fulness, as he is.
So, as we can hopefully now understand, St John has packed a great deal into this brief story of the encounter of Nathanael and Jesus, and through it he is already developing some of the key themes of his Gospel: Christ is the one who at times will be rejected by the world; Christ is the light that reveals and brings into the open those things that are hidden; Christ is the one who asks that people make a decision about him, whilst offering no fence upon which to ultimately sit. And after this encounter we hear no more of Nathanael – except for once, at the end of John’s Gospel, after Jesus has been resurrected, and comes to the disciples by the sea of Tiberias, as they are wondering what they should do next. ‘Gathered there together’ St John writes, ‘were Simon Peter, Thomas called the twin, Nathanael of Cana in Galilee, the sons of Zebedee, and two other disciples…’ He is not named in the lists of the twelve that we find elsewhere in the new Testament, but clearly that declaration of faith he made was one that he meant, and subsequently acted upon, as he joined the group of those who followed Jesus in his earthly ministry, and became a part of his risen ministry in the post-Easter beginning of the Christian church.
