“Epiphany Too”
January 15th 2012: Some notes on a sermon 
at West Lutton and Wharram Le Street
Last week was Epiphany when we remember the wise men bringing their gifts to Jesus. To understand the true meaning of Epiphany I used the illustration of a present that is wrapped and has yet to be opened. Before it is opened, people love to feel it and to try and guess what it is, but an epiphany happens when the paper is finally taken off and the mystery, kept hidden is finally revealed. So last week we remembered the most amazing Epiphany of all when the ‘wrapping paper’ came off and God was revealed to the world in Jesus Christ.
But that was last week, and Christmas was even longer ago, so we have put all the decorations and nativity sets back into their boxes and stored them away until next Christmas. In the same way it is easy for us to leave that whole message behind as well, packed into the boxes along with the tinsel. However, the Church continues to celebrate Epiphany and so this Sunday is Epiphany too (or to be more precise, ‘Epiphany 2’). And on this Sunday there are more revelations to come…
In fact there are three presents to be unwrapped today, that is, three more things to be made known and to be honest, this second Sunday of Epiphany could make us feel a bit more uncomfortable than last week.

1. God knows ordinary folk like us before we know God.
This is the first epiphany for us this morning. Both readings help us to ‘unwrap’ this truth: In the Old Testament our first reading was from 1 Samuel 3.1-10. In this reading the fact that God knows us before we know God is beautifully demonstrated. In this reading God is calling a young boy and each time God calls he says, “Samuel, Samuel.” Even though the boy has never encountered God before and thinks it is the Old Priest calling his name, even before he knows anything about God, it was God who knew all about this boy summed up in his name, Samuel.
In Today’s Gospel reading from John 1.43-end, a young man called Nathanael is asked to come and meet Jesus from Nazareth. He is far from enthusiastic and says, “Can anything good come from Nazareth?” Yet as he approaches Jesus, Jesus gives a description of what Nathanael is like. God knew him before he had even met Jesus.

Before we have an epiphany and God is revealed to us, we learn here that God has the first epiphany as we are revealed to God. Amazingly, God knows all about us: Our hope & fears; our successes & failures; our doudts, desires and distasters. The ‘wrapping paper’ is well and truly off… God knows!
2. God calls ordinary folk like us to follow him.
If that first point is indeed true then the very last thing any of us will be expecting is to be called by God! At the very least we’d expect him to wait until we have shown some marked improvements in those areas of weakness he knows all about, we will need to get rid of some of those doubts and as for the disasters….? Incredibly both facts are true, God knows us and despite that God also calls us. The young boy Samuel was called before he’d been to college and done his diploma in leading a country, or his degree in theology. He was just a boy and yet God called him for the most important task in their whole country. The same is true for Nathanael, who was not exactly thrilled at the prospect of even meeting Jesus and very cynical about the place Jesus came from, and yet Jesus calls him to be one of the disciples. 

This is the second epiphany, God is calling each and every one of us. If you do not feel worthy of that call I will empathise with you completely. I was called to be a vicar when I was 21 and there was no way I thought ordinary me was up to that task. It was not for another 16 years when I was finally convinced that God was calling me! If God is calling all of us, what is he calling us to do?
3. God uses ordinary folk like us to reach out to others.
Perhaps one answer to that last question is provided by this third area in which we are given an epiphany: We have been looking at two very different stories with some common themes threaded through them and the third common feature is that both stories have someone taking a co-starring role. In the story of Samuel’s call the old Priest, Eli, was very important. Eli was a not only very old with failing eyesight but also he had failed as a priest and a father. However, Eli was very patient, despite being constantly woken up through the night; Eli was a very good listener and soon realised who this young boy was really hearing; and Eli was very wise, telling Samuel exactly what he needed to do the next time God spoke to him. Despite all his failings, Eli was used by God in his call of Samuel.

In the second story, the co-star was Philip. He was a brand new follower of Jesus and had no background or training in what he did next. Yet despite all this he went straight to (his friend?) Nathanael and invited him to come and see Jesus. Even when Nathanael was cynical Philip still insisted he came with him to see Jesus. Despite his lack of experience, Philip was used by God to call Nathanael.
I started by saying this might an epiphany too far, moving us too far from our comfortable picture of Christmas, an epiphany too revealing of what we are really like beneath our Sunday best and an epiphany too challenging in terms of what we are called to do. Perhaps we could simply start by following Philip’s advice to “Come and see.” And if we are feeling very brave, to follow Eli’s advice as well and say to God, “Speak Lord, for your servant is listening.”
What do you think? Does this really work? Does this raise more questions? Do you agree or disagree? I would love to hear your comments on any of these sermons…. Just type your comments or questions in the comment box and I will try and give a reply too!
