THE TRANSFIGURATION OF OUR LORD     MARK 9: 2-9   FEBRUARY 22, 2009
     THE STORY WE HAVE IN OUR GOSPEL READING IS TRULY AMAZING.  IF WE HAVE BEEN CHRISTIANS FOR A LONG TIME WE HAVE HEARD THIS STORY MANY TIMES.  AND BECAUSE WE’VE HEARD IT SO OFTEN IT MIGHT LOSE SOME ITS AMAZEMENT TO US.  CAN YOU IMAGINE HEARING THIS STORY FOR THE FIRST TIME?  OR BETTER YET, WHAT IF WE HAD ACTUALLY BEEN THERE WITH PETER, JAMES, AND JOHN AND WITH OUR OWN EYES SAW WHAT THEY SAW AND WITH OUR OWN EARS HEARD WHAT THEY HEARD?  PERHAPS LIKE PETER, JAMES, AND JOHN WE TOO WOULD HAVE BEEN A LITTLE AFRAID WHEN THE CLOUD COVERED US AND WE HEARD THAT VOICE.  I HAVE NO DOUBT THAT IF WE HAD BEEN THERE WE WOULD HAVE NEVER FORGOTTEN WHAT WE SAW AND HEARD ON THAT MOUNTAIN.  AND YET WHEN PETER, JAMES AND JOHN CAME DONE FROM THE MOUNTAIN JESUS TOLD THEM SOMETHING THAT MUST HAVE CONFUSED THEM:  HE TOLD THEM NOT TO TELL ANYONE WHAT THEY HAD SEEN OR HEARD…UNTIL HE HAD “RISEN FROM THE DEAD.”   RISEN FROM THE DEAD!?  PETER, JAMES, AND JOHN MUST HAVE THOUGHT:  “YIKES! WHAT DOES THAT MEAN?  TO BE RISEN FROM THE DEAD WOULD MEAN THAT JESUS WOULD HAVE TO DIE!”  BUT HOW COULD THIS MAN WHO WAS SO GLORIFIED IN THEIR PRESENCE EVER DIE!?  OF COURSE, WE HAVE THE ADVANTAGE OF KNOWING THE WHOLE STORY.  WE KNOW THAT “THIS GLORIOUS JESUS WOULD DIE FOR THE SINS OF THE WORLD.”
I.  NO ONE CAN HEAR THIS STORY WITHOUT COMING TO THE CONCLUSION THAT THERE IS SOMETHING DIFFERENT ABOUT THIS MAN, JESUS. MYSTERY AND AWE SURROUND HIM.  HE SEEMS TO BE SOMETHING MORE THAN JUST A MAN.

     A.  WHO IS THIS JESUS?  SUCH A SIMPLE QUESTION AND YET IT CAN START ARGUMENTS AND GET PEOPLE EVEN ANGRY.   WHO IS JESUS?  THE ANSWER TO THIS QUESTION DIVIDES ALL OF HUMANITY INTO TWO GROUPS:  CHRISTIANS AND THOSE WHO ARE NOT CHRISTIANS.   MANY PEOPLE, PERHAPS EVEN MOST PEOPLE, ARE WILLING TO CONCEDE THAT JESUS WAS A GOOD MAN, EVEN A GREAT MAN.  BUT THAT’S IT.  AND SUCH PEOPLE WOULD ALSO SAY THAT WHAT JESUS SAID WAS MORE IMPORTANT THAN WHO HE WAS OR EVEN WHAT HE DID.  THAT’S IT.  HE WAS A MAN, END OF STORY.  BUT IN OUR TEXT IT IS CLEAR THAT JESUS IS GREATER THAN THE OTHER TWO GREAT MEN:  MOSES AND ELIJAH.  IT SEEMS THAT PETER DIDN’T GET THIS DISTINCTION.  IN HIS FEAR AND CONFUSION HE SPEAKS TO JESUS AS IF ALL THREE WERE EQUAL:  “RABBI, IT IS GOOD THAT WE ARE HERE.  LET US MAKE THREE TENTS, ONE FOR YOU AND ONE FOR MOSES AND ONE FOR ELIJAH.”  SEE?  ALL THREE WERE EQUAL.  BUT PETER WOULD SOON CHANGE HIS MIND ON THAT WHEN HE HEARD TO VOICE OF GOD THE FATHER:  “THIS IS MY BELOVED SON; LISTEN TO HIM.” THE VOICE WASN’T TALKING ABOUT MOSES OR ELIJAH.  THE VOICE WAS TALKING ABOUT JESUS.  WHAT’S SPECIAL ABOUT JESUS?  HE IS THE SON OF GOD.  HE IS GOD IN HUMAN FORM, THE SECOND PERSON OF THE TRINITY, THE WORD MADE FLESH.
     B.  AND, AS IF TO EMPHASIZE THAT JESUS IS INDEED GOD IN HUMAN FORM PETER, JAMES, AND JOHN SAW WHAT WE WOULD HAVE SEEN TOO HAD WE BEEN WITH THEM:  “AND HE WAS TRANSFIGURED BEFORE THEM, AND HIS CLOTHES BECAME RADIANT, INTENSELY WHITE, AS NO ONE ON EARTH COULD BLEACH THEM.”  IN HIS GOSPEL MATTHEW GIVES US MORE INFORMATION:  “…AND HIS FACE SHONE LIKE THE SUN” (17: 2, ESV).  AND THIS IS WHY IN THE CHURCH YEAR THIS SUNDAY I S CALLED “TRANSFIGURATION SUNDAY.”  “TRANSFIGURATION” IS FROM THE LATIN TRANSLATION OF THE GREEK WORD IN OUR TEXT:  “METAMORPHOSIS.”.  THERE’S AN OLD SAYING THAT “YOU CAN’T JUDGE A BOOK BY ITS COVER.” THIS WAS CERTAINLY TRUE OF JESUS.  IN EVERY DAY LIFE HE LOOKED JUST LIKE AN ORDINARY MAN.  AND YET ON THAT MOUNTAIN TOP HE SHOWED HIMSELF TO BE NOT ONLY MAN, BUT GOD.  FOR IN THIS EVENT PETER, JAMES, AND JOHN SAW THE GLORY OF GOD SHINING THROUGH JESUS CHRIST.  LATER IN HIS LETTER TO THE COLOSSIANS THE APOSTLE PAUL WOULD SAY IT LIKE THIS:  “FOR IN HIM ALL THE FULLNESS OF GOD WAS PLEASE TO DWELL” (1:19, ESV).   IN OUR SECOND READING THE APOSTLE PAUL CALLS JESUS “THE IMAGE OF GOD.”  AND WHEN JESUS RETURNS WE WILL SEE HIM IN ALL HIS GLORY AS GOD EVEN MORE SO THAN WHAT PETER, JAMES AND JOHN SAW AS JESUS SAYS IN MATTHEW’S GOSPEL:  “WHEN THE SON OF MAN COMES IN HIS GLORY, AND ALL THE ANGELS WITH HIM, THEN HE WILL SIT ON HIS GLORIOUS THRONE” (25:31,ESV).  
II.  THIS COMING WEDNESDAY IS “ASH WEDNESDAY” WHICH IN THE CHURCH YEAR BEGINS THE SEASON OF “LENT”.  OUR LENTEN THEME WILL BE “THE ‘I AM’ SAYINGS OF JESUS.”   THE LENTEN SEASON WILL LEAD US ON 40 DAY JOURNEY THAT WILL END AT THE CROSS AND WATCH JESUS DIE.  DO YOU SEE NOW THE CONTRAST BETWEEN WHAT WE SEE ON TRANSFIGURATION SUNDAY AND WHAT WE WILL SEE ON GOOD FRIDAY? 

     A.  THIS IS WHY JESUS TOOK HIS DISCIPLES ON THAT MOUNTAIN TO SEE HIS GLORY AND TO HEAR THE VOICE OF HIS FATHER.  UP TO THIS POINT THEY SAW JESUS AS A NORMAL HUMAN BEING.  THEY SAW HIM GROW TIRED AND SO HAVE TO REST AND SLEEP.  THEY SAW HIM GET HUNGRY AND THIRSTY AND SO EAT AND DRINK.  AND JUST ONE WEEK BEFORE THE MOUNTAIN TOP EXPERIENCE JESUS HAS WARNED HIS DISCIPLES THAT HE WOULD SUFFER MANY THINGS, BE REJECTED BY THE RELIGIOUS LEADERS AND EVEN BE KILLED.  BUT WHAT PETER, JAMES, AND JOHN SAW ON THAT MOUNTAIN TOP TAUGHT THEM NOT TO VIEW JESUS AS A HELPLESS VICTIM.  AND WHAT THEY SAW MADE A LASTING AND DEEP IMPRESSION ON THEM…..FOR THE JESUS THEY SAW TRANSFIGURED ON THAT MOUNTAIN WOULD BE THE SAME JESUS WHO WOULD SUFFER AND DIE FOR THE SINS OF THE WORLD, OUR SINS.  WHEN WE GET TO THE CROSS OF GOOD FRIDAY WE WILL BE REMINDED THAT JESUS IS HANGING ON THE CROSS, SUFFERING AND DYING NOT BECAUSE HE WAS WEAK….BUT BECAUSE OF LOVE AND SO PAUL WRITES IN HIS LETTER TO THE PHILIPPIANS:  “…THOUGH HE WAS IN THE FORM OF GOD {HE} DID NOT COUNT EQUALITY WITH GOD A THING TO BE GRASPED, BUT MADE HIMSELF NOTHING, TAKING THE FORM OF A SERVANT, BEING BORN IN THE LIKENESS OF MAN.  AND BEING FOUND IN HUMAN FORM HE HUMBLED HIMSELF BY BECOMING OBEDIENT TO THE POINT OF DEATH, EVEN DEATH ON A CROSS.”  HUMAN BEINGS WOULD NOT PUT JESUS ON THE CROSS….LOVE WOULD; THE LOVE OF THE FATHER AND THE LOVE OF HIS SON.

     B.   AND BECAUSE HE WAS GOD IN HUMAN FORM, JESUS KNEW EXACTLY WHAT WAS GOING TO HAPPEN TO HIM.  ON AT LEAST THREE DIFFERENT OCCASIONS JESUS TOLD HIS DISCIPLES ABOUT HIS SUFFERING AND HIS DEATH—AND EVEN HIS BETRAYAL BY ONE OF HIS OWN.  HIS DEATH IS EVEN IMPLIED IN OUR LESSON FOR JESUS TOLD HIS DISCIPLES NOT TO TELL ANYONE WHAT THEY HAD SEEN ON THE MOUNTAIN “UNTIL THE SON OF MAN HAD RISEN FROM THE DEAD.”.  HERE JESUS TELLS THEM THAT HE WOULD DIE.  OF COURSE, THEY DID NOT KNOW THAT HE WOULD DIE THE BRUTAL DEATH OF CRUCIFIXION….OR THAT IN THE DEATH THEIR SINS WOULD BE PUNISHED AND PAID FOR.  JESUS WAS ABLE TO GET THROUGH THE HORRIBLE SUFFERING OF THE CROSS BECAUSE HE KNEW THAT ON THE THIRD DAY HE WOULD BE RAISED FROM THE DEAD AS THE AUTHOR OF HEBREWS SAYS:  “…WHO FOR THE JOY THAT WAS SET BEFORE HIM ENDURED THE CROSS…” (12: 2, ESV).    JESUS WAS IN CONTROL OF HIS DEATH AND HIS RESURRECTION AS HE SAYS IN JOHN’S GOSPEL:  “…NO ONE TAKES IT FROM ME, BUT I LAY IT DOWN OF MY OWN ACCORD.  I HAVE AUTHORITY TO LAY IT DOWN, AND I HAVE AUTHORITY TO TAKE IT UP AGAIN” ( 10:18, ESV).  THERE WAS ONLY ONE THING JESUS WAS NOT IN CONTROL OF:   HIS PAIN AND SUFFERING FROM HIS CRUCIFIXION AND HIS ANGUISH CAUSED BY GOD’S WRATH POURED OUT ON HIM BECAUSE OF OUR SINS.  BUT EVEN HERE HE WAS HELPLESS BECAUSE HE CHOSE TO BE HELPLESS, FOR YOU, FOR ME, FOR THE WORLD
CONCLUSION:  WHEN PETER, JAMES, AND JOHN CAME DOWN FROM THAT MOUNTAIN JESUS TOLD THEM NOT TO TELL ANYONE WHAT THEY HAD SEEN AND HEARD UNTIL HE ROSE FROM THE DEAD.  CAN YOU IMAGINE HOW HARD THAT MUST HAVE BEEN?  I HAVE A HARD TIME NOT TELLING KATHY WHAT I GOT HER FOR CHRISTMAS…I CAN’T IMAGINE HOW HARD IT MUST BEEN NOT TO TELL OTHERS WHAT TOOK PLACE ON THAT MOUNTAIN.  BUT THEY DID DO WHAT THE VOICE OF THE FATHER SAID:  “LISTEN TO HIM!”  AND LISTENED THEY DID….SO THAT WHEN JESUS WAS RAISED FROM THE DEAD THEY COULD TELL AS MANY PEOPLE AS POSSIBLE ABOUT JESUS CHRIST.  AND IN THEIR WRITINGS WE TOO HAVE LISTENED AND WE HAVE HEARD AS PAUL SAYS IN OUR SECOND LESSON:  “FOR GOD, WHO SAID ‘LET LIGHT SHINE OUT OF DARKNESS,’ HAS SHONE IN OUR HEARTS TO GIVE THE LIGHT OF THE KNOWLEDGE OF THE GLORY OF GOD IN THE FACE OF JESUS CHRIST” (2 COR. 4: 6, ESV)..  AND SINCE JESUS HAS BEEN RAISED FROM THE DEAD…WE CAN TELL EVERYONE WHAT WE KNOW...  HOW GOD IN HUMAN FORM SO HUMBLED HIMSELF TO DIE FOR THE SINS OF THE WORLD….NOT BECAUSE HE WAS WEAK….BUT BECAUSE OF LOVE.  AMEN.
