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Stephen Covey tells a story in his 

book, 7 Habits of Highly Effective 

People about a subway trip he took in 

New York City. At one stop a man 

and his children got on. The children 

were unsettled and even after a little 

time could not calm down and sit. 

They were not behaving. At some 

point after people are getting visibly 

upset at the children’s behavior, he 

gets up and confronts the man and 

says, “Can’t you control your 

children? They are making others 

quite upset.” The man responds, “No, 

I am sorry, we just came from the 

hospital where their Mother died, 

where my wife died, and I just don’t 

know what to do at all…” Stephen 

then has a paradigm shift - the way he 

functioned and thought about the 

situation changed. After he knew 

more about what was happening, he 

was eager to offer help and 

condolences. In fact, just hearing this 

story has made us change our opinion 

of the situation and how we would 

react to it.  

 

Covey says our world view comes 

from our frame of reference, our 

personal experiences. Behaviors - 

what we do and our attitudes are 

effects of our world view. If we want 

to see positive change in our lives or 

even positive change in our world, we 

must have the ability to change our 

world view; we must be open to 

paradigm shifts.  

 

Our scripture today offers a paradigm 

shift. Philip tells Nathanael that the 

one for whom Moses prophesied has 

come, out of Nazareth. And the man 

replies, “Can good come out of 

Nazareth?” His world view tells him 

that there is no reason for the Messiah 

to come from a place like Nazareth.  

 

Nazareth was a village of 200-400 

people. Like several other villages in 

the area, it was economically 

dependent on the city of Sepphoris, 

which was the capital of Galilee in the 

first years of Herod Antipas’s reign as 

tetrarch. The Hebrew scriptures never 

mention Nazareth, much less 

associate it with messianic 

expectations. Nazareth was...nothing 

special. In Nathaniel’s view, Jesus 

could be nothing more than a simple 

Jew from an insignificant village in 

Galilee. This is more than a view - it 

was the way Nathaniel saw the world. 

Great leaders, powerful people, 

Messiahs came from places more 

significant, grand, rich, than Nazareth. 

Galilee, as well, was not a place with 

Messianic expectations. Galilee was 

During the time of national states, a 

part of the nation of Israel.  Thoughts 

of the Messiah centered around Judah, 

the Southern Kingdom (where 

Jerusalem, and Bethlehem was). We 

know Jesus’ real origins; we know 

that Jesus was with God from the 

beginning. Jesus changes the 



paradigm, or world view of those who 

he meets.    

 

Nathanael and Jesus’ interactions 

reflect a paradigm shift. After Jesus 

says one flattering statement about 

Nathanael at the fig tree. (Does 

anyone wonder what happened at the 

fig tree?) After one statement, 

Nathanael calls Jesus, “Rabbi” and 

“Son of God!” and “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, you will see 

heaven opened and the angels of God 

ascending and descending upon the 

Son of Man.” 

  

I asked my husband to reflect on a 

major paradigm shift he experienced. 

He reminded me of a story that 

happened to him. Instead of me 

retelling his story, I have invited him 

to come tell you. 

  

Jeff Howick tells us, “Several years 

ago I moved to Japan and became an 

English teacher. This was my first day 

on the job, and I wanted to make a 

really good impression. It did not go 

well by the way. I was in the Board of 

Education surrounded by my 

supervisor, and his boss, and several 

other people. It was lunchtime and I 

went across the street to the market 

where they had a great selection of 

foods to choose from including many 

strange and new items. I got instant 

ramen, thinking, I know how to eat 

this. I know what to expect with this, I 

had eaten this many times before. I 

take the ramen back to my office and 

back to my desk. We are all eating. I 

am doing my best to be polite. I am 

being quiet, not spilling my ramen, 

not slurping. I can tell that something 

is up. Everyone is quiet. I don’t know 

what I am doing, but I feel as if I am 

making the environment awkward and 

weird. And finally, my supervisor’s 

boss speaks up and says, ‘Jeff is 

everything okay? Is something wrong 

with your noodles, can we get you 

something different? Maybe you have 

never had noodles before?’ I replied, 

‘No, these are great, they are the best 

instant noodles I have ever eaten.’ 

The boss responded, ‘When you eat 

noodles in Japan it is polite to slurp. 

When you don’t, it is a sign that the 

food is bad. It is a rude sign when you 

do not slurp.’  

 

That for me was a huge shift. Without 

thinking about it, I had just assumed 

that not noodle slurping was a 

universal truth. I learned that it was 

not a universal truth. It was something 

I learned in my culture. And others 

had learned something very different 

in their culture. The very act of trying 

to be polite was actually rude. It made 

me reconsider what other things I 

assumed are universal truths that are 

specific to my life. Thank you.” 

 

Tomorrow is Rev. Dr. Martin Luther 

King, Jr. Day. I was reading again 

about Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King’s 



life. He was born in Atlanta, Georgia, 

and at age 15 in 1944, was accepted 

into Morehouse College as part of a 

special wartime program intended to 

boost enrollment by admitting 

promising high-school students. 

Before he went, he went to work on a 

tobacco farm in Connecticut. There he 

had a paradigm shift, “He was 

shocked by how peacefully the races 

mixed in the North. He said to his 

parents, ‘Negroes and whites go to the 

same church. I never thought that a 

person of my race could eat 

anywhere.’ Rev. Dr. King 

experienced a new world view that 

would continue his work for racial 

equality.   

 

I believe a majority of the work that 

Rev. Dr. King did was to help people 

change their world view about how 

things are. He opened minds and 

hearts, and unfortunately made a lot 

of people mad, because they were not 

ready to have their worldview 

changed, especially when their world 

view was comfortable and profitable.  

In Birmingham Jail where he was 

imprisoned as a participant of non-

violent demonstrations against 

segregation, Rev. Dr. King wrote, “I 

am in Birmingham because injustice 

is here. Just as the eighth-century 

prophets left their little villages and 

carried their ‘thus saith the Lord’ far 

beyond the boundaries of their 

hometowns; and just as the Apostle 

Paul left his little village of Tarsus 

and carried the gospel of Jesus Christ 

to practically every hamlet and city of 

the Greco-Roman world, I too am 

compelled to carry the gospel of 

freedom beyond my particular 

hometown. Like Paul, I must 

constantly respond to the Macedonian 

call for aid. 

 

Injustice anywhere is a threat to 

justice everywhere. 

 

Moreover, I am cognizant of the 

interrelatedness of all communities 

and states. I cannot sit idly by in 

Atlanta and not be concerned about 

what happens in Birmingham. 

Injustice anywhere is a threat to 

justice everywhere. We are caught in 

an inescapable network of mutuality, 

tied in a single garment of destiny. 

Whatever affects one directly affects 

all indirectly. Never again can we 

afford to live with the narrow, 

provincial ‘outside agitator’ idea. 

Anyone who lives inside the United 

States can never be considered an 

outsider.” 

  

“We are caught in an inescapable 

network of mutuality,” Rev. Dr. King 

says. He was writing his letter to 

white Protestant pastors and preachers 

who, before the demonstrations, had 

critiqued Rev. Dr. King and the 

Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference on their use of public 

non-violent demonstrations. 

Gatherings of people who did not 

want to cause harm, but change 

hearts, to have their voices and 



experiences heard when there was no 

room for their voice anywhere else. 

They were not there to show force, 

not to intimidate, but to be visible and 

be heard. And even that action was 

considered inappropriate to some of 

the white male pastors in the area.  

  

It was time for another paradigm shift 

in the work of church leadership- 

especially in the white churches.  

  

Jesus, Covey and Rev. Dr. King 

present to us paradigm shifts.  

Philip said come and see, and 

Nathaniel went and heard and saw 

and experienced and was changed. 

Too many of us are stuck. We are 

comfortable. We don’t even want to 

think about what could be wrong with 

the processes and systems that have 

led to us being comfortable. We don’t 

want to challenge ourselves to see 

what someone who is different than 

us might be experiencing under those 

same systems.  

 

Jesus was constantly changing 

paradigms. He touched people who 

were sick and bleeding. In a purity- 

based society, that was not a good 

thing, but he as Messiah did it and 

was an example for us. The disciples 

argued over status, he told them the 

first will be last and the last will be 

first. A rich young ruler comes to him 

asking about heaven and he tells him 

to give away everything he has. He 

does not give kudos to anyone for 

their wealth, their power, or treating 

others poorly.   

 

The passage today is more than Jesus 

calling those men who would be with 

him from now until his death, more 

than witnesses, more than friends. He 

is reminding us of God’s great 

paradigm shifts of using the 

unqualified, shaking us up out of what 

we think we know to see, hear, and 

experience God in new ways. From 

Feasting on the Word - “Their world 

view was that the place that someone 

was from would explain who they are. 

Even when confronted with the 

divine, it is possible for people to be 

oblivious to God’s presence in their 

lives.” 

 

The images of angels going up and 

down from God to the Son of Man not 

only reveals that God will work 

through Jesus, but also God works in 

and through the world and its people. 

Unlikely people. People who come 

from Nazareth.  Close your eyes.  

 

Think of the ways that God works 

through people in your life. Think of 

the ways that God works through 

people you do not know that you hear 

stories of from other people, maybe 

that you have read about or heard 

about in the news. Think about some 

of the people or situations that you 

think God would never work through.  

 

When you identify one, spend a 

couple seconds revealing why. Then 



move on to another place or person 

for whom you do not think God 

would or could work. Take time today 

to write or reflect on why you think 

God cannot work through that person 

or situation.    

 

Even the Bible contains times and 

places where the worldview is 

expressed before the paradigm 

changing work of Jesus. Where is it 

we think God cannot work? Through 

women? People from Samaria, like 

the good Samaritan? We limit God’s 

work when we allow God to work 

through people only we would 

approve of. This is like Anne Lamott's 

quote: “You can safely assume you've 

created God in your own image when 

it turns out that God hates all the same 

people you do.” 

 

Today is Human Relations Sunday, 

the Sunday before Rev. Dr. Martin 

Luther King, Jr. Day, and today we 

are called to look at our paradigms. 

What are the truths we have been 

convinced of, that are different from 

other people’s?  

 

When we allow ourselves to be 

changed, when we allow our world 

view to change, we will also see the 

action of God and God’s agents in the 

world. Are we willing to see the 

world differently today, tomorrow, 

and into the future? Are we willing to 

hear someone’s experiences that 

challenge us to work in the world 

differently?  

 

Jesus came to change hearts and 

minds. Allow yourself to be changed 

by him too.  

 

Amen. 

 
 


