SHOW AND TELL – AN ACTIVITY FOR CHRISTIANS

A sermon preached by Rev Allan Thompson at Wesley Uniting Church, Hobart, 
on 15 January 2012 (Epiphany 2)

Text: John 1: 43-51
When I reflected on this passage, and particularly on Nathaniel asking Philip if any good could come out of Nazareth, I found myself thinking about the crazy north-south divide that we have in Tasmania. All too often down here we hear statements like “Can any good come out of Launceston”, or up there we hear statements like “the best thing to come out of Hobart is the road to Launceston”. That reflects a long-held and ingrained attitude totally unworthy of any of us.  Nathaniel surely had that same level of snobbery when he asked “Can any good come out of Nazareth?” I say snobbery, without knowing if there was a good reason why Nazareth had a poor reputation. Perhaps it was more a matter of Nathaniel having a closed mind, like some of those who promote the unfortunate north-south rivalry that exists in Tasmania.

But I guess that I am on safer ground if I concentrate on the Biblical story rather than the Tasmanian story. The context for the Biblical story is Jesus recruiting his disciples. John’s gospel tells it rather differently from the other gospels, and interestingly, Mark’s version is set in the lectionary for next week, and the other gospels do not include Nathaniel as one of the twelve. He seems to have also been known as Bartholomew, and in some of the lists of disciples he is linked with Philip. But for today let’s stick to John’s story. In the verses just before today’s passage the brothers Andrew and Peter joined the Jesus group. Then the next day it was Philip. Philip had a friend, Nathaniel, and he said to his friend “we have found the one promised in the law and the prophets, it is Jesus, the son of Joseph, from Nazareth. That’s when Nathaniel made his dismissive comment “can any good come out of Nazareth”. There was no way Nathaniel was at all interested in Jesus, if he hailed from Nazareth. But Philip was undeterred. “Come and see” was his immediate response. 
And that brings me to my “show and tell” theme. Show and tell is a time when children tell their class at school what has recently happened to them. They tell lovely stories sometimes of things their parents may prefer were not known outside the family. But it is a favourite time which children love, and I guess that all of us do a bit of show and tell when we gather with family and friends. 
We do our showing and telling when we tell stories of our holidays, when we show what we bought while away, or tell the story of a bargain we snapped up in a store, or the adventure we had on a Bruny Island cruise, or of what turned us on or off when we visited MONA. It was a show and tell moment some weeks back when I told the congregation the story of this cross.
And it was something akin to showing and telling that Philip did with Nathaniel when he said “Come and see”. Philip had had an exciting time of encounter with Jesus the previous day. The story says that Jesus found Philip, and said to him “Follow me”. What happened after that we are not told. We can expect that there was a time of intense dialogue, question and discussion. Whatever happened, Philip was impressed, and sought out his friend Nathaniel to show and tell what he had discovered about Jesus. 

I think that all Christians can learn from Philip. Let’s come and see, he said to Nathaniel. Come and see for yourself. Come and check out this Jesus. That’s what Philip told Nathaniel.

One of the things that is a concern about church members today is that we seem either unwilling or unable to say to our family friends and neighbours “come and see” “come and meet this Jesus”. We are quite happy to do show and tell about all sorts of other things, but when it comes to matters of faith and in particular what we value about our relationship with the living Jesus we become essentially private.

Contrast that with Philip, who did not keep his new-found joy and wonder to himself. He went to find Nathaniel to share the good news. 

He is an encouragement to us to share with those close to us what we have discovered and experienced of Jesus. Why are we so reluctant to do so? It may be in part because in Australian society the discussion of religion is often considered taboo. But let there be no doubt that Christian faith becomes a reality in the life of any person only after someone else has shared with them their faith story and done the equivalent of a show and tell. And if this generation does not show and tell the next generation will not know.

And that is a very sobering thought for the future of the Christian church not only in Hobart, but across the western world. In the parts of the world in which Christianity is growing – especially in Asia and Africa – it is because those who embrace the faith talk about it in an enthusiastic and engaging way – so much so that the enthusiasm and engagement is catching and other people really do want to come and see. Oh that we become like that. 

Now I hasten to add that there are many reasons for the decline of the church in contemporary society, but surely one of the reasons why so many of our family friends and neighbours are not committed to the Christian faith is the failure of Christian people to bring their faith into their everyday conversations. Can you catch some of Philip’s enthusiasm to tell the news to others?
The second thing I think we can learn from Philip is that he was not put off by Nathaniel’s dismissive comment. He persevered, not by trying to ram something down Nathaniel’s throat, but by simply saying “come and see”, come and see for yourself. 

Now some of us may have had a go at talking to another about our faith and been rebuked and never tried again. Surely there is scope for a little perseverance, or are so we scared of being labeled a Bible-basher that we won’t even have a go? Perseverance is called for in the evangelical endeavours. Perseverance in the task of faith sharing.

A third thing we can learn from Philip is from his encouragement to Nathaniel to let go of his biases and be open to something new, to consider that something outside of his own experience – even a person from Nazareth - could lead to new wisdom. 

When it comes to matters of faith and to our participation in the life of the church we can all be a bit prone to biases. It may not be intentional, but our mind can be limited to stereotypical thinking, or restricted to what we have known in the past. Nathaniel’s bias was that nothing good could come from Nazareth. Ours might be about anything good coming from the other side of the Derwent, or from the mainland, or from USA etc.
Or it may not be geographical. It might be that we have a closed mind about anything that comes from a particular group of people, be it a group of church leaders, a political party or community organization. 

The great thing that Philip did to Nathaniel was to encourage him to open his mind to see value or worth in something which challenged his narrow view of the world or of faith. Philip encouraged Nathaniel to see things from a new perspective, to let go of his stereotyped thinking and to be open to see things in a fresh light. 

This is a time, my friends, when we in the church need to be open to seeing things in a fresh light. It is often hard to think outside the framework of our experience to imagine another way of being or doing. But these times call for that, and as this congregation explores more of what it means to be the church in the city I appeal to you to have an open mind, a willingness to have your mindsets challenged and changed, and be people who will respond positively to those who invite you to come and see things you may never even have thought about. 
For Nathaniel did respond to Philip’s “come and see”, and in doing so he met Jesus. The man from Nazareth engaged in conversation with Nathaniel and Nathaniel was quickly convinced. Philip had said “come and see” Nathaniel came and he saw and affirmed Jesus as Son of God. The skepticism ended, and faith in Jesus began. 

So I think this rich Biblical story gives us confidence to see the possibilities for new faith that emerge when a person is encouraged to explore matters of faith beyond their regular comfort zone and open themselves to meet Jesus in ways that previously were outside their experience. 

Perhaps, then, you can be a Philip, who will say to another person “come and see” and persist in your invitation. Perhaps, too you can be a Nathaniel and cast aside all your prejudices and open your mind to new ways of knowing, worshipping and serving God. If you can, it’s sure to be exciting.

To the praise of the name that is timeless and the love that is boundless. Amen. 
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