The Second Sunday after the Epiphany
January 18, 2009
Text:  John 1:43-51 (expanded to 1:35-51)
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

Show me God!  And don’t give me those fancy-schmancy Greek-&-Latin type words for showing, words like epiphany and manifestation.  Those words obscure more than they reveal.  Show me God….just show me God!

I can’t do that.  I am not able to show you God.  God shows himself; God reveals himself.  Yet not in a way that it’s always obvious to everyone.  In the bible there’s always a kind of “radiant obscurity” about God revealing himself.  Never in the pages of the Bible is God’s revelation so unmistakably obvious that every one sees it.  Some do, some don’t.

So I can not show you God.  God shows himself, however obscurely.  All I can do is to receive it in faith and then be a witness to it, to point to it.  All you can do is to receive it in faith, to be open to it, to receive it with empty, outstretched hands…and then to be a witness yourself, to point it out to others.

That’s how God is shown; that’s what an epiphany is.  And the Fourth Gospel, the Gospel of John, says it’s like throwing a rock into the still waters of a pond, and then the ripples move out in an ever-widening circle of witnesses….that eventually include you and me.

It’s like the rippling domino man who used to appear on The Tonight Show with Johnny Carson.  Remember that?  He would spend all day setting up an intricate network of dominos all over the stage.  Then at the right time, Johnny would flick the first one, and it would take a couple of minutes for these thousands of dominos to cascade all over the stage.

“Show me God,” you ask of me?  I can’t do it all by myself.  God shows himself, admittedly somewhat obscurely.  I receive it in faith.  Then I point it out to you.  You receive it in faith and point it out to others.  And the dominos cascade on.  That’s epiphany.

Our Gospel today sets up the dominos:  John the Baptizer….an unnamed disciple….Andrew….Simon Peter…Philip….Nathanael…you and I – yes, we’re there in the story, too.  But it all begins with John the Baptizer, the first witness.

We’ve talked about him several times this Advent, Christmas, and Epiphany season, haven’t we?  God revealed himself in Jesus, and John the Baptizer’s job was to witness:  to be the finger pointing to Jesus, to be the voice speaking about Jesus.  Our expanded Gospel story begins:  John was standing with two of his disciples, and as he watched Jesus walk by, he exclaimed, “Look, here is the Lamb of God!”
Now…who can say Look! without pointing his finger?  John must have done it, too!  And here we have the results of John’s finger-pointing:  The two disciples heard him say this, and they followed Jesus.

Seems almost too simple, doesn’t it?  I mean, Jesus doesn’t even say a word and they’re following him.  It’s almost as if his presence conveys a power.  It’s almost…as John’s has already told us, right?…it’s almost as if Jesus really is the Word made flesh…he doesn’t have to say any words because he is the Word.

But then there is this all-important action of grace:  Jesus turned and saw them following.  Jesus is the one who turns around to meet them….opening the door so that they might come in.  Jesus takes the first step.

It’s always God who takes the first step!  God does not leave a person to search and search until she comes to him; no, God goes out to meet her.  As St. Augustine said, “We could not even have begun to seek for God, unless God had already found us.”

Then Jesus asks the two disciples a question:  What are you looking for?  Well, what are we looking for?  I think we are looking for God, but we don’t always put it that way, do we?

Maybe we say we are looking for love….we are looking for that special someone who will accept us the way we are, that person who will always be kind to us, the one who will always be there to embrace us when we are in pain.  That’s who we are looking for in a marriage partner, isn’t it?
But who of us has been able to find that completely loving spouse?  Who of us has been able to be that completely loving marriage partner?  Let me tell you:  there is no one in this world who can be that loving to you….not your spouse…not some imagined lover.  Only God loves us that perfectly.

Or maybe we say that we are looking for meaning.  How can we make sense out of a world that is broken and causes us pain?  And we look here and there.  And maybe we try to find meaning in success…

or maybe in power…or in money or spending.  But success and power and money and spending does not satisfy fully; it does not provide meaning

I know of only two things that provide meaning in life:  the cross and resurrection.  And that, of course, we find in the God who has revealed himself in Jesus Christ.

The two disciples answer that question with a question of their own:  Rabbi, where are you staying?  No, they are not trying to discover if Jesus has a room at the Jordan Hyatt Regency!  This word that gets translated “staying” is the same word that is used in chapter 15 of the gospel where it is given as “abiding”.  

You know, that whole section about the vine and the branches, Jesus abiding in us and we abiding in him.  This is John’s code-word for being close to God.  “Jesus, are you close to God?  Because you see, that’s what we’re looking for; and if you’re abiding with God, we want to abide with you.”

Jesus responds, “Come and see.”  Coming and seeing….more code words in the Fourth Gospel….code words for faith.  “Come and see,” Jesus says, come and abide with me….bring only your empty, outstretched hands.  Can you see the eternal God in me?  Can you see the extraordinary in my ordinary human existence?”  These two disciples do come and see.  They do have the faith to see God in Jesus Christ.

One of these disciples remains unnamed in this story.  But his very unnamedness is an excellent clue as to who he probably is!  It’s John himself, the author of the Fourth Gospel….who never names himself in his book!  And, to my way of thinking, that also explains this strange reference to the clock:  It was about four o’clock in the afternoon.

Why is that time important!?!  It’s important only if this unnamed disciple is John, who is able to tell you the very hour of the day and probably even the very stone of the road he was standing on when he met Jesus for the first time.  At 4:00 p.m. on a spring afternoon in Galilee, life became a new thing for him.  That’s when John was shown God…..
· …because God revealed himself in Jesus Christ;

· …because the Baptizer had pointed him out;

· …because John had come and seen, he had responded with faith, with empty, outstretched hands.

Now….the other disciple is named….Andrew.  And here again we see this rippling effect, these cascading dominos.  Andrew runs to his brother, Simon Peter, and tells him, “We have found the Messiah!?  Here I think I’d like to edit the text:  No, Andrew, the Messiah has found you!

But these disciples are now beginning to act like apostles”:  they are  bringing others to Jesus.  Because, you see, that’s what epiphanies do:  they make claims on people.  These two men saw Jesus and they followed….not out of duty, not because they had to….but because they were grasped, because they were found!  John the Baptizer had witnessed to Andrew and Andrew witnessed to his brother, Peter.  The witness….like ripples in a pool, like cascading dominos….is being passed on.

It’s interesting, isn’t it?  Andrew is the one who brings Peter….not vice versa.  Yet Peter was the big shot in the church, not Andrew.  Andrew was not included in that inner disciples circle of Peter, James and John.  But Andrew is the one who is always bringing others to Jesus:

· Here he brings his brother, Peter.

· At the Feeding of the Five Thousand, Andrew is the one who brings to Jesus the little boy with the fishes and loaves of bread.

· Later on in the Fourth Gospel, Andrew brings some inquiring Greeks to Jesus.

He’s the one who keeps passing on the epiphanies, the ever-widening ripples, the constantly cascading dominos.  Andrew is the one with the missionary heart.

Next comes Philip:  Jesus found Philip and said to him, “Follow me.”  And what does domino Philip do?  He immediately goes out and finds domino Nathanael and brings him saying, “We have found him about whom Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus son of Joseph from Nazareth.  Allow me to quibble and edit once more:  “Who found whom, Philip?”

Now with Nathanael there are some initial doubts:  Can anything good come out of Nazareth?  It’s the prejudiced Denverite asking, “Can anything good come out of Aurora?”  Reminds me of living in Minnesota when I, the Iowa native, had to endure hundreds of Iowa jokes!

But notice:  Philip doesn’t argue with him.  He simply says, Come and see.  Witnessing invites; it doesn’t argue or coerce.  Not too many people have ever been argued into the kingdom.  And Philip certainly does not discredit Nathanael’s initial doubt.  Faith sickens and dies when doubt is laughed at.
Rather, just come and see…keep your mind open, Nathanael.  It’s the invitation to come and see that the important thing about Jesus is not that he comes from Nazareth, but that he comes from God.  With it will come the realization that from Nazareth there had indeed come a good thing, in fact, the good thing.  From this obscure place in Israel there has at last come the Israelite who finally is able to do what the whole history of Israel could never do – what you and I could never do – return the faithfulness of God with a faithful obedience of his own!
Not even Jesus is turned off by Nathanael’s skepticism.  No, because Jesus not only sees what a person is, he also sees what that person can become.  Like Michelangelo, chipping away with his chisel….how did he say it?....releasing the angel imprisoned in this marble.  Jesus is the one who can see and release the good and beautiful in each of us.  
Jesus says of Nathanael, Here is truly an Israelite in whom there is no guile, no deceit.  He recognizes that Nathanael is willing to put his prejudices to the test.  But where did you get to know me, Nathanael asks.  I saw you under the fig tree before Philip called you.  Under the fig tree….a biblical expression for the place where you study the Scriptures.  “Nathanael, you have been studying the word; now come and see the Word.”  And Nathanael responds, Rabbi, you are the Son of God!  You are the King of Israel!  And another ripple is created in the pool; another domino falls at Jesus’ feet.

At the very end of this Epiphany, this “show-me-God,” Jesus says, Very truly, I tell you, you will see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man.  Do you recall that Old Testament story where the patriarch Jacob had his vision of the heavens opening and angels going up and down a stairway between heaven and earth?  It was a sign of God meeting humankind.  Nathanael – and all of us – are reminded that Jesus is the person where God meets humankind.  Jesus himself is the connection between heaven and earth.

And I do mean that you and I are reminded of that.  You will see heaven opened, Jesus says when he speaks to Nathanael…but it’s a plural “you”….Jesus is speaking to all, including us, the readers.  And what number domino are we, now falling at the feet of Jesus?

It’s an epiphany, folks.  It’s a show-me-God story.  It’s the Big Show, the only show:  God showing himself, however obscurely….other Christians, other dominos, witnessing to it, pointing to it…you and I receiving it in faith, with empty, outstretched hands…and then we become witnesses of it to others.

You and I are called to tell the story so persuasively and so vividly that others too will experience the presence of God, and that epiphany will grasp them and make claims on them….until all the dominos have fallen at Jesus’ feet….until all the ripples on this pond have reached the shore.
