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     Back in the days when Christie and I led Youth Group here we used to play a game called Sardines.  Sardines is opposite of Hide and Seek. We’d meet in the church in the evening and turn out all the lights. One person would go and hide – anywhere in the church or Fitzhugh house, or if they were brave enough down in the basement. Then everyone else would fan out and try to find the hider. But when you find the person hiding, instead of shouting out your discovery and winning the game, you hide with the person.

     Sardines is a fun game.  It is really fun to cram into hiding with all your friends while the remaining stragglers are exposed out in the open.  But it’s also a really creepy feeling to wander around a dark church, which becomes increasingly scary when your friends start disappearing.  It’s much better to be in hiding.

     The classic game of Hide and Seek, which we play at our house now, is a little bit different. The hider wants to stay hidden from everyone. But it’s a funny thing with the youngest children. They scare themselves with their own hiding places. The seeker will tromp through the house and often hear an obvious bang in a closet or a giggle underneath a bed.  The young hider wants to be found. It is a terrible and lonely thing to have everyone leave while you are still in hiding, alone, with no one to find you.

     You will see that I’m not just talking about children’s games here. I’m also talking about the primal human desire to hide – the fear of exposure. I’m talking about the compulsion to hide the unacceptable parts of who we are.  No one wants to be exposed.

     You know this feeling. The number one fear by far of men who are in public and so called “big” jobs is that they will be discovered as imposters. Some say that this is everyone’s deepest fear: to be exposed, or found out. 

     Think about your anxiety dreams for a second. Don’t they have to do with showing up for an exam unprepared, or trying a case without knowing the evidence, or even delivering a sermon in your underwear? Whatever your sphere of life, don’t you have some anxiety about being tried and found wanting? No one wants to be exposed – who wouldn’t rather hide?

     This is a compulsion that goes back to the Garden of Eden, when Adam and Eve, having eaten of the forbidden fruit, play the world’s first game of hide and seek with God.  Remember once they were the original nudists – fully exposed with nothing to hide. But when they ate of the fruit, the bible says that they “heard the sound of the Lord God walking in the garden and the man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the Lord God.”

     We want to hide and yet, like the young hiders we want to be found. 

     The gospel reading this morning is about hiding and being found. Jesus is gathering disciples. What is so interesting about Jesus seeking his own disciples is that the custom was for disciples to seek out their own teachers.  But of course it makes theological sense that the One who came to seek and save the lost would begin by seeking and saving his own disciples.

     To that end Jesus finds Philip. Philip is so thrilled that he seeks out his friend Nathanael to tell him that he has found the Messiah. (Interesting that Philip takes credit for “finding” the Messiah, when it is clear that the Messiah finds him!) Philip’s witness is loud and clear – we’ve found the One Moses and the Prophets wrote about! We’ve found the One – Jesus of Nazareth! 

     But Nathanael’s response is critical and guarded and cynical – a little like any answer you get from a teenage boy when you ask him how his day at school was, or what he and his friends did on Friday night. Nathanael snorts, “Nazareth! Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” It is a scripted line based on a prejudice against this bleak town. We do the same with people from New Jersey, don’t we? Remember that SNL skit – “You’re from New Jersey? Which exit?”

     Although the comment is a common one, I think Nathanael is hiding something. Philip, the one who has been found, is open and transparent in his enthusiasm about Jesus. Nathanael has got his walls up. This is how we use sarcasm – a kind of ironic Seinfeldian distance that says “You can’t touch me, you can’t expose me, You can’t know me.” 

     Well, Philip, like a good friend, says, “Get over yourself. Just come check this guy out.” Or as the Bible actually says, “Come and see.” (Which, by the way, is the best way to do so-called evangelism: in the context of a friendly relationship invite someone to check out the One who has found you.) As usual, Jesus cuts right to the heart of Nathanael’s worries. He says, “Here is an Israelite in whom there is no guile”, meaning , on one level, here is a Jew who is willing to come check me out. Nathanael snaps to attention, immediately engaged in the conversation, and asks, “How do you know me?”
     Nathanael wonders how this man from Nazareth has seen right through him, penetrated his defenses, found him out. He also may be wondering how much Jesus knows about him, how many of his secrets are now out in the open. He can’t know what we know now, that God is the God to whom all hearts are open and no secrets are hid.  How does Jesus know him?

      Jesus answers the question directly. “I saw you while you were standing under the fig tree.”  I’ve always been curious about this detail of the text. St. Augustine’s interpretation of this verse is that Jesus refers to the fig tree in order to allude to another tree – the tree in the Garden of Eden. The tree that bore the fruit, once eaten, that caused Adam and Eve to hide from God. 

     How about you this morning? Of course the way Jesus deals with Nathanael is the way He deals with you. There is no point in hiding from the God from whom no secrets are hid. And do you really want to stay hidden, alone, in the dark? Perhaps being here this morning is your way of banging on the closet door – please find me! The fear of exposure is only surpassed by your desire to be found and known.

     Because of Adam and Eve’s sin, which is our sin too, our fear of exposure is a well-grounded fear. There is much in every life which if exposed would undo us. As we’ve said before, if all were known, every jot and tittle of our actual lives, not to mention our subliminal or fantasy lives, we’d all have to go into the Witness Protection Program. In light of a perfect God who demands righteousness, it would behoove each one of us to go permanently into hiding.

     But Jesus speaks a different word to us this morning.  Perhaps Jesus had this in mind when He said to Nathanael, “There is a true Israelite in whom there is no guile.” He would have know the reference from Psalm 32:  “BLESSED is he whose unrighteousness is forgiven, * and whose sin is covered. Blessed is the man unto whom the Lord imputeth no sin, * and in whose spirit there is no guile.”

     How can this be? How can we who are full of guile be called guileless? Fortunately for us, there is one more tree that figures into this story. To find you in your hiding place, and more than that, to love you even with what you are hiding, Jesus of Nazareth is nailed to another tree. He was stripped and whipped. Because of our fear of exposure, His bleeding body was fully exposed on the cross. Because of His death, it’s safe to come out of hiding.

     And when you do, you will see with Nathanael, “greater things than these.”   Amen.


