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17-Jan-2021 
The Imaginations of Two People 

Rev. Brian Lennstrom 
 
 

A few weeks ago, in a very well-received sermon, Deacon Eric led us through a guided meditation 
where we placed ourselves with Mary, Joseph and Jesus as they returned from Egypt to 
Bethlehem, and eventually to Nazareth.  I’d like to do something similar today, but instead of using 
our imaginations, I’d like us to use the imaginations of two other people.  Our goal is to imagine 
what they are imagining and thinking in a particular situation.  And the people are: Nathanael and 
Jesus. 
 
Our starting point is how people at this time thought about other people, especially when they 
first met them.  When we first meet people, after we learn their name, we may ask about their 
job, the location of their home, how long they’ve lived here, their children, maybe their hobbies, 
that kind of thing.   
 
Things in biblical times were a little different.  Key for them were: a person’s name (of course), the 
meaning of their name, their parents, their town, and some sort of question to get at where they 
stood with God.  Nothing too intrusive, but just enough information so they had a sense of where 
the person they had just met stood with God. 
 
And when people called others to mind, when they imagined them, these were the starting points 
for their imagination: the person’s name, their parents, their town, and their relationship with 
God.  Think of them as tickets for a journey in their imagination. 
 
To our passage!  Enter Philip, which in Greek means “one who loves horses.”  That’s a pretty cool 
name.  We learn that Philip is from Bethsaida, probably on the north shore of the Sea of Galilee.  
Jesus invites Philip to become his disciple, which is in and of itself important—typically disciples 
chose masters and approached the masters asking to become their disciples.  Jesus turns that 
custom on its head and he chooses his disciples, inviting them to follow him.  Somehow—John 
doesn’t tell us how--Philip begins to understand that Jesus is the long-awaited person predicted 
and described in many places in the Old Testament.  Jesus is, Philip believes, God’s anointed one.  
The Messiah.  The Christ. 
 
This is pretty exciting, for two reasons.  First, because the Messiah has been expected for about 
1200 years.  And for Philip, here he was, standing right in front of him.  Second, there had been no 
prophecy or prophets or word from God for about 400 years.  In terms of revelation or 
communication from God, it had been a very dry time. 
 



  

Page 2 of 4 18-Jan-2021 C:\Users\Brian's Laptop\Documents\9 Personal\Personal, Truly\Church and Christian Stuff\Christ Episcopal\Sermons\My 

Sermons--no more than 1775 words\2021 01 17 Sermon.docx 

 

We, too, go through dry times, don’t we?  Times where we’d like to see how God is working, like to 
hear him speaking to us, but there is no voice from God.  This is what St. John of the Cross calls the 
“Dark Night of the Soul.” 
 
Philip finds Nathanael, whose name in Hebrew means “God has given.”  Another cool name.  Philip 
tells Nathanael that they have found the one predicted for so many centuries, the one who would 
end the drought of God’s word.  He is, according to Philip, “Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph.”  
There we have those tickets we just talked about: the name—Jesus—the Hebrew equivalent of 
which means “God is salvation;” the parent—Joseph; and the town, Nazareth, about 25 miles from 
Bethsaida as the crow flies.  These are the tickets to start Nathanael’s imagination. 
 
Let’s enter into Nathanael’s imagination.  It’s a mixed bag.  On one hand, like all Jews, he longs for 
the anointed one.  The times are very hard.  Poverty.  Oppressive rulers.  A group of hotheads who 
were willing to use violence to get their way, politically.  But Nathanael longed for a better time. 
 
But on the other hand, there’s the town: Nazareth.  Here’s what it probably felt like to Nathanael.  
Imagine someone says, “There’s a new person running for US Senate from Skagit County!  
Wouldn’t it be great to have someone from our county representing our interests!”   
“That is great news.  Where are they from?” 
“Edison.” 
 
Edison.  Edison has 133 people in it.  Somehow Edison isn’t the kind of place you expect a national 
leader to arise from. 
 
Nazareth had about 500 people in it.  When Nathanael imagined the Messiah, the Messiah would 
definitely come from Jerusalem, the political, spiritual, and cultural center of Israel.  Not from 
Nazareth.  Nazareth was what’s called a “One-Starbucks Town.” 
 
That’s likely what’s going on in Nathanael’s imagination.  Longing, excitement, but bewilderment. 
 
Enter Jesus.  In the book of John, Jesus has already been baptized, and his imagination might be on 
John the Baptist’s words, namely, that Jesus was God’s Chosen One, the Lamb of God.  He might 
be thinking about Israel, and on how difficult it would be for some people—after all these years—
to accept that he was God’s Chosen One.  After all, Jesus probably wasn’t a huge man; he probably 
didn’t look like king; he probably wasn’t the life of the party.  And you want your Messiah to be 
big, to be regal, and to be charming.  The Jews were used to the stories of the patriarchs, like 
stories of Jacob—and remember that God had changed Jacob’s name to Israel--patriarchs whose 
legends grew with every generation.  Jesus may be imagining that, for him, the going will be 
tough. 
 
That’s what might have been going on in Jesus’ imagination.  Pensive.  Serious.  He was imagining 
Israel and imagining Jacob. 
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Jesus sees Nathanael and can recognize that Nathanael is one who is longing, one who is open.  
Perhaps you, too, have felt upon meeting someone that this person is open to hearing you, open 
to friendship, showing an eagerness for life.  Maybe you can’t explain how you know.  And we 
don’t know from this passage how Jesus knows it.  But he recognizes in his imagination that this 
Jew—Nathanael—is set apart from others and is open to a Messiah who didn’t necessarily look 
like a Messiah.  To Jesus, Nathanael embodies his own name: “God has given.”  God had given 
Nathanael to Jesus as a follower. 
 
This perks Jesus up.  He says to Nathanael, “Here is truly an Israelite in whom there is no deceit!” 
(Jn 1:47). 
 
Jesus looks for people who are open, people who long for something.  And then he gets them to 
join up with him.   
 
In Nathanael’s imagination, things have suddenly shifted.  No longer is he worried about the fact 
that Jesus is from Nazareth.  Now he’s intrigued.  Jesus has the ability to hook people, and he uses 
it.  Christianity moves forward--despite the clumsiness of the Church--because Jesus has an 
uncanny ability to hook people.  And now, Nathanael is hooked.  “Where did you get to know me?” 
asks Nathanael. 
 
And Jesus is hooked, too.  Nathanael wasn’t put off by the fact that Jesus wasn’t a huge man like a 
warrior, that he didn’t look like a king, that he wasn’t the life of the party.  Jesus has found 
someone who was open.  “I saw you under the fig tree,” Jesus answers (Jn 1:48) 
 
In the Middle East, because it was a warm and sunny climate, people would read, and pray, and 
talk with friends in the shade of trees.  Jesus has seen Nathanael under the fig tree, and Nathanael 
now knows that Jesus has connected with him personally, and somehow, supernaturally.  In his 
imagination, Nathanael remembers what Philip had told him.  Here is the Messiah.  No army.  No 
crown.  But he has the name that means “Yahweh is salvation.” 
 
Any skepticism that Nathanael had is now gone.  “Rabbi, you are the Son of God!  You are the King 
of Israel!” (Jn 1:49).  Nathanael is now grinning--and why shouldn’t he?  What he has longed for--
what they have all longed for--has now come to pass!   
 
Jesus seems a little surprised by Nathanael’s testimony.  “Do you believe because I told you that I 
saw you under the fig tree?  You will see greater things than these” (Jn 1:50).  Jesus has not only 
hooked Nathanael, but now he tells them that they are on the great adventure.  Not the great 
adventure of the Church.  Not the great adventure even of faith.  But the great adventure of life.  
To be hooked by Jesus is to be born. 
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In Jesus’ imagination, Nathanael’s openness is fully linked with the line of historical people that 
Jesus always has in his mind: from Adam through Abraham through Moses and Pharaoh, through 
David and Isaiah and all the way to Caesar and Herod and John the Baptist.  In Jesus’ imagination, 
when he sees Nathanael, he imagines the openness that at least some people in Israel will have.  
He imagines our openness.  And he imagines adventure.  “Very truly I tell you, you will see heaven 
open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man” (Jn 1:51). 
 
It’s a reference to the vision of Jacob: a stairway from earth to heaven, with angels going up and 
down.  It’s also a reference to the miracles that were about to start happening, beginning in the 
next chapter, when Jesus turns water into wine.  That, my friends, is the adventure that Jesus is 
calling us to.  That, my friends, is life.   
 
It’s not just the life of the Church.  It’s not just the life of faith.  It’s the abundant life, lived in the 
presence of God, where there are wild miracles that most people won’t even understand.  More, 
as Paul says, than we can ask or even imagine. 
 
What does your name mean?  How do you want to grow into your name?  Remember, that God 
sometimes changes our names: Abram becomes Abraham; Sariah becomes Sarah; Jacob becomes 
Israel.  Be open to a change in name. 
 
Be a Nathanael, one who longs and years; make sure there is a Philip in your life who tells you that 
the Messiah is right here.  Right in front of you.  Long for something and get hooked by Jesus.  
Spend time under your fig tree.  Watch for angels. 
 
Next, let’s exercise our imaginations.  Let’s put it to work.  Long for the abundant, miraculous life 
that Jesus promises to each of us.  Let’s remember Chesterton’s words that “any scene such as a 
landscape can sometimes be more clearly and freshly seen if it is seen upside down.”  Remember 
that as we reimagine America, this week in the inauguration of our new president.  Remember 
that as we reimagine Christ Church through our discussions in February and beyond. 
 
Finally, let’s be willing to be hooked by Jesus, whether through a quick bond like that of Jesus and 
Nathanael, or a long-developing bond like Jesus and John the Baptist.  And then, watch out for 
angels ascending and descending on the Son of Man. 


