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• I have been musing lately about our aging dog. We adopted her as a 
puppy, and she’s now 16–1/2. Mostly blind and deaf, she walks stiffly and 
has arthritis. Yet, she is still very much a dog, for she remains curious about 
what is around her. She relies on her sense of smell to explore and discover 
things. She seeks to find what may be there — whether it’s a morsel fallen 
from the table or a gopher hiding in the underbrush. She is true to nature, 
seeking and finding what can help her stay alive, and even thrive. 

• As human beings, we share this same natural inclination. We explore; we 
seek; and we find. We discover. We want to find opportunities, amenities 
and comfort. And, just like our dogs, we are social and relational. Yet, there 
is something notable about us as people. For, unlike our pets, we are 
conscious and intentional about our relationships. And so, much as we like 
to find, what marks us as human is our desire to be found! We want to be 
noticed as persons. Being found by another, and then being valued, means 
everything to us. Recognizing this, we are better able to hear some words in 
our Gospel reading. 

• “The next day Jesus decided to go to Galilee. He found Philip and said to 
him, ‘Follow me.’” The profound part of this moment is something so subtle 
that even Philip does not notice it. For, when Philip finds Nathanael, Philip 
tells him, “We have found [the one] about whom Moses… wrote.” In other 
words, Jesus finds Philip. Yet, Philip talks about finding Jesus! 

• Among his many biblical pictures, James Tissot painted an image of 
Nathanael under the fig tree. {mention handout} Though Jesus refers to the 
scene, our Gospel does not describe it. Tissot recorded his own impression 
of this event, writing that “the gathering of the figs takes place in… the 
autumn, and is celebrated as a [festival], much as is the vintage in the south 
of France. Parties of friends meet beneath the fig trees, and the picking of 
the fruit serves as a pretext for happy gatherings. Carpets are brought and 
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spread on the ground, and jars full of cooling drinks are provided, for the 
heat is still considerable…”  1

• Tissot portrays Nathanael gathering with friends to celebrate the fig crop. 
This suggests a time of fulfillment ~ the vine and the tree have borne fruit 
and the season for harvest has come. John, in recounting the event, may 
have had in mind God’s words through the prophet Zechariah. They speak 
of when the Messiah would come: “I am going to bring my servant, the 
Branch… and I will remove the guilt of this land in a single day. On that day, 
says the Lord of hosts, you shall invite each other to come under your vine 
and fig tree.”  2

• So Jesus found Philip. And Philip found Nathanael. To Nathanael’s surprise, 
Jesus says, “I saw you under the fig tree before Philip called you.” And how 
does Nathanael respond to these words? He replies, “Rabbi, you are the 
Son of God! You are the King of Israel!” Jesus not only finds people who are 
like lost sheep. He also finds those who are waiting for his arrival, eager for 
the Anointed One to come and make alive the Kingdom again. 

• When talking to Nathanael, Philip therefore mis-spoke! Philip and his friends 
did not find the one about whom Moses and the prophets wrote. Philip and 
his friends were found by Jesus. The Messiah is therefore not ‘someone we 
discover;’ the Messiah comes to reveal the harvest time for God’s Kingdom. 

• This theme is meaningfully prefigured in Genesis 3, just after the Fall. God is 
portrayed as walking in the Garden of Eden. Hearing the sound of God’s 
steps, our mythic forbears hide themselves among the trees of the garden. 
Then, “God called to the man, and said to him, ‘Where are you?’” After the 
Fall, the one who needs finding is Adam, not God. God is the finder. And—
like Adam and Eve—we are the ones who are found.  3
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• This is like our Psalm today. It celebrates God as the maker, finder and 
knower of all Creation ~ but especially of the people within it. “Lord, you 
have searched me out and known me; you know my sitting down and my 
rising up; you discern my thoughts from afar. You trace my journeys and my 
resting places and are acquainted with all my ways.”  4

• God as the one who finds us is also central to our story from 1st Samuel. It 
involves the biblical theme of “waiting upon the Lord.” To wait upon the 
Lord is to be attentive to God’s presence, patiently expecting the Spirit to 
speak, and call us to God’s service. The boy Samuel is learning this, having 
been brought to the Temple to minister to the Lord, with Eli as his mentor. 
We learn that “the Word of the Lord was rare in those days; visions were not 
widespread.” Symbolic of deeper things, Eli’s “eyesight had begun to grow 
dim, so that he could not see.” The boy “Samuel was lying down in the 
temple of the Lord, where the Ark of God was. Then the Lord called, 
“Samuel, Samuel!” God is the revealer, who also finds those who are lost and 
do not see. God calls to the boy, who wishes to be found. As the text tells us, 
“Samuel did not yet know the Lord, and the word of the Lord had not yet 
been revealed to him.” When the old priest, Eli, “perceived that the Lord was 
calling the boy,” he told him, “Go, lie down; and if he calls you, you shall say, 
‘Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.”  5

• Like Samuel, listening for the Lord, and Nathanael anticipating the Messiah, 
it is part of our nature to be curious about the world, and about our Creator. 
When we are sensitive to our spiritual needs, we do more. We seek God, 
and a deeper knowledge of the divine.  But we never ‘find’ God; God 6

always finds us. And then, we find ourselves as found by God. We learn from 
Eli, through Samuel, the perfect thing to pray, as we wait upon the Lord: 
“Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.” Reveal, Lord, for your servant is 
looking and watching. Be present to my awareness, Lord, for your servant is 
praying. 
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• For the truth is this: God knows us better than we know ourselves. And we 
believe that God is at work within us, and among us. The problem is that we 
are disconnected from ourselves, from the deeper parts of our hearts and 
minds. So, the greatest distance we strive to overcome isn’t the apparent 
distance between ourselves and God. It’s the distance between the 
everyday anxious self that we are, and the self God is loving us into 
becoming. Our question, therefore, isn’t so much, “Who is God?” Our 
question is really, “Who am I?” And the answer is this: I am someone whom 
God already loves. I am a person whom God has already found. 
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James Tissot, Nathanael Under the Fig Tree 
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John 1:43-51 

Jesus decided to go to Galilee. He found Philip and said to him, “Follow me.” Now Philip 
was from Bethsaida, the city of Andrew and Peter. Philip found Nathanael and said to him, 
“We have found him about whom Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus son 
of Joseph from Nazareth.” Nathanael said to him, “Can anything good come out of 
Nazareth?” Philip said to him, “Come and see.” When Jesus saw Nathanael coming toward 
him, he said of him, “Here is truly an Israelite in whom there is no deceit!” Nathanael asked 
him, “Where did you get to know me?” Jesus answered, “I saw you under the fig tree before 
Philip called you.” Nathanael replied, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of 
Israel!” Jesus answered, “Do you believe because I told you that I saw you under the fig 
tree? You will see greater things than these.” And he said to him, “Very truly, I tell you, you 
will see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of 
Man.” 

Notes: 

 James Tissot, The Life of Christ, vol. I (London, 1897), p. 74-75. In the quote, I have substituted the 1

word ‘festival’ for the original word, “fete.”

 See Zechariah 3:8-10 in the context of the whole chapter.2

 See Genesis 3:8-9, in context.3

 See Psalm 139, from which verses 1-2 are quoted here.4

 1 Samuel 3:1-20.5

 Here, I have used words from Form II of The Book of Common Prayer Prayers of the People, BCP:386. 6

The intercessor says, “I ask your prayers for all who seek God, or a deeper knowledge of him. Pray that 
they may find and be found by him.” I would re-phrase this prayer, though starting with the same 
words: “I ask your prayers for all who seek God, or a deeper knowledge of him. Pray that they may be 
open to being found by God. Pray that they may experience how they’ve already been found by God.”
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