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Growing up in Arkadelphia, we always looked down our noses at folks from 

Gurdon. It just sounds like a place to make fun of, doesn’t it? The po-dunkness of 

the town just flows from the guttural sounding names of some towns in South 

Arkansas, where I’m from. Gurdon, Dierks (pronounced Durks), Smackover, 

Fordyce. We used to make fun of the guys who would date girls from Gurdon. 

Nothing good comes from Gurdon.  

 

Those towns who tried to name themselves something more glorious usually fall 

short of the grandiosity of the namesake. There is a London, Tokio (yes, spelled 

that way), Hollywood, and yes even Paris in Arkansas. .. and London, Hollywood, 

Tokyo, and Paris they are not.  

 

Some towns are blatantly honest about their place in life. Ashdown was right next 
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to a paper mill, and I suppose it was about the right distance and direction from the 

plant that it was indeed where the Ash comes down. “Cotton Plant” is Jonny 

Cash’s hometown, and is aptly described by its name. Even our largest city capitol 

is a humble “Little Rock.”  

 

Early in my hometown’s history, the name was briefly considered to be changed 

from Arkadelphia to Athens to attract another university. (Arkadelphia has two: 

OBU and HSU). I suppose the population of Ark. Did think of our little town as a 

seat of education, like that namesake. But, they stuck with the name that 

inexplicably elicits laughter from others.  

 

Maybe we as high falutin as we thought we were. No doubt residents of nearby and 

more significant Hot Springs looked down their noses at us.  
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But you know what I mean about these little towns? Perhaps you came, or even 

come from one.  

 Nathanael, we are told by John later in his Gospel, is from Cana.  That’s just 

around the corner from Nazareth, and as we all know, folks from small towns 

aren’t immune from looking down their noses at outlying towns or rival 

communities.   

There’s always somewhere smaller and less significant and more laughable. Unless 

of course you are in Booger Holler, AR. That’s right down the road from Toad 

Suck.  

 

Canonical gospels all have nothing positive to say about Nazareth, other than it 

was the home of Jesus.  
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They try to kill Jesus by throwing him off a cliff, they aren’t able to receive the 

ministry of Jesus’ ministry. He said himself, a prophet isn’t accepted in his own 

hometown. Not until Jesus has died and resurrected that his own family begins to 

believe his Gospel.  

 

Nazareth is either small and insignificant, or it is disreputable because of the 

religious practices of those northerners.  

 

In Judea, Nazareth and Galilee in general is thought to be a step down from Judah. 

Judea is where the temple is, after all. The north had more influence from the 

Assyrian Empire. It was a less “holy” place. Nothing good could come from 

Nazareth. Nazereth held no cultural significance to Judaism.  
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Are you willing to accept this Christ who comes from nowheresville?  Or, even a 

disreputable place?  It’s something we struggle with today—Can something of 

importance come from the small church, from a disreputable church?  And yet 

Christ looks into our lives and sees us where we are.  Christ knows us in those 

secret moments of prayer or study or ministry that don’t get a lot of attention.  

Even if they aren’t celebrated in a TV ministry or written about on a blog or 

communicated to a large group of people in a “radio spot” or newsletter.   

 What was happening under that fig tree?  Most of the scholarship I’ve read 

says that Nathaneal had been privately reading scripture under the fig tree, as 

several rabbinical sources had pointed to “under a fig tree” as the ideal place for 

the study of Torah.    
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 So, Jesus is in a sense commending him as a searcher of the scriptures as 

well as one “in whom there is no guile.”  Nathaneal’s transparent personality and 

forthright manner of speaking what he thinks about something is useful clay in the 

master’s hands.   

Sometimes we play this game of trivia about Jesus and we think there is 

some kind of saving power that comes out of it.  If we memorize the right things 

about Jesus—know what specific doctrines about Jesus we are supposed to believe 

in what order, this is somehow going to save us.  It’s about what we know about 

Jesus—what we observe about him, that God is really interested in, right?   

It is not what Nathanael observes about Jesus that saves him. According to 

Nathanael, he doesn’t expect much of this Jesus guy if he comes from Nazareth.  
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However, it is that encounter with Christ and finding that though he thinks 

he knows Jesus, Jesus really knows him. Now that is where Nathanael begins his 

discipleship.  

 

Nathanael goes from expecting nothing of Jesus to being wowed by his 

foreknowledge of his whereabouts to being told, “you ain’t seen nothin’ yet!”  

That’s what happens when we bow to the truth that great things can come 

from what we think are insignificant sources. That’s the truth of the nativity. 

That’s the truth of the incarnation.  

 

God’s mystery and miracle can even come from places like Toad Suck, AR. If we 

live inside this truth not because we have seen proof, but instead because God is 

God—then we are living lives of discipleship. God seems to enjoy surprising us.  
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God seems to have a preference for taking up residence in the unlikeliest of 

places.  In s stuttering murderer who doesn’t seem willing to return to Egypt and 

demand the release of his people.  In the youngest son who isn’t even lined up as a 

possibility when Samuel comes knocking on Jesse’s door asking to meet his sons 

as he searches for the new king—no David was out with the sheep instead.  In a 

carpenter from Nazareth who eats with prostitutes and tax collectors and 

fishermen while telling the religious leaders they are blind fools.  In the poor, the 

sick, the homeless, the orphan, the refugee.  Yes, God is full of surprises, perhaps 

because being surprised only happens when we aren’t expecting it, or when we are 

expecting something else.   

When was the last time you were surprised?  One thing I have struggled with 

as I have gotten older is that I find myself taking on this idea that I think I know 

what I can expect!  I’ve seen it all, I say to myself.  When bad things happen to bad 
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people, I nod appreciatively.  “Well, what do you expect?!” I might say to myself 

or others confident that all is right in the world.  But, I have this sneaking suspicion 

that no matter how old I get, God won’t stop surprising me.  God will continue to 

defy my expectations.  Perhaps this is what Jesus means by “becoming like a little 

child.”  There’s one thing children are short on, and that’s expectations.  One 

reason children love magicians is because they don’t approach him with the 

expectation of being tricked, but instead with the wonder and amazement of 

encountering the unexpected.   

 

Even those moments or occasions that we think are insignificant and boring can 

contain the precious jewel of enlightenment.  Even those churches that many 

would claim are insignificant and boring can contain the pearl of great price.   
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One notion of Zen philosophy that really attracted me to that practice is that 

mindfulness or a settled sense of letting things “be” is often best practiced by being 

attentive to those mundane practices like doing the dishes or sweeping the floor.  

These tasks, which we would probably say, “well, what kind of significant moment 

could come out of doing the dishes?” hold the keys to enlightenment, because if we 

find value in the “boring stuff,” then we will be less likely to grow unfazed by the 

truly “brilliant stuff.”  

 

God can use any humble vessel or place to bring about significant change. The 

author of the universe if the author of every part of the universe, and none of it is 

insignificant. Every sparrow, every hair on our head is numbered. Even Gurdon is 

the dwelling place of God.  


