The Festival of the Transfiguration
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Text:  Mark 9:2-9
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is Truth.  Amen.
It’s a glory story, isn’t it?  “Up on a high mountain”…right here at the beginning it reminds us of that other glory story in the Old Testament….Moses up on a high mountain, Mount Sinai, receiving the Ten Commandments from God in all his glory.

On this high mountain, too, there’s plenty of glory:  Jesus is transfigured, changed, his clothes become dazzling white, whiter than any earthly white.  And then the voice from heaven.  Talk about glory!

When a voice from heaven speaks in Scripture, now that’s important, isn’t it?  From the cloud the voice says:  This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him.
This is a word to the disciples, to all the followers of Jesus, to us, too:  Listen to him.  Now I suppose we could interpret that as a set of general instructions:  Listen to everything that Jesus says.  But I think we would be wrong.  Because there has been a particular word of Jesus that the disciples have had difficulty hearing.

And their misunderstanding immediately precedes this glory story.  It’s the story of Peter’s confession of faith; when Jesus asks him, Who do you say that I am?  Peter boldly responds, You are the Messiah!  But when Jesus goes on to predict his own suffering, Peter protests, Oh, no, not you, Lord!  Death and cross-bearing hardly fit in with his view of the Messiah.

That is precisely what the disciples just could not bear to listen to, to hear:  the cross!  And now, in the midst of this glory story, that is exactly what they are told they must listen to:  the cross!  The glory story ends up being a cross story.

Oh, how hard the disciples fight against the cross story!  Peter especially:  Oh, it’s good that we’re here, Jesus!  Let’s make three booths.  Let’s possess this glorious future right now.  Let’s stay here and bask in this marvelous glory and forget all about yesterday’s grim conversation about the cross.

Then the voice from heaven interrupts the glory story:  No, Peter, it seems to be saying, listen to his cross story.  And then….the vision is gone!  For Peter and the rest of the disciples, for all of us who follow, there is still one more mountain to climb:  Golgotha, Calvary, the hill outside of Jerusalem where the crosses are planted.  The glory story becomes the cross story!

It’s not just those disciples who are tempted by the glory road; we disciples are tempted by it as well.  Reinhold Niebuhr, an American theologian from the middle of the 20th century described well that temptation to glory.  He said that the church’s glory story is…..
…..a God without wrath [who] brought [people] without sin into a kingdom without judgment through the ministrations of a Christ without a cross.

Oh, that is our temptation, isn’t it?

Thank God for Flannery O’Connor, the southern writer, who gave us a bunch of cross stories.  She once said of Christians, They think faith is a big electric blanket, when of course it is the cross.  So many of O’Connor’s stories have a violent climax.  Oftentimes her characters have to smack flat up against suffering and death before they are able to understand the grace of God.

Maybe, in  fact, you remember me talking years ago about one of her cross stories:  Parker’s Back.  It is one of the last stories she wrote, having been written in the midst of her own -13-year-long suffering and eventual death from lupus.  It’s the story of a young man, Parker, who has always been fascinated with tattoos.  He’s put them all over his body….everywhere except for his back.

But then one day, after a near-death experience, Parker also comes close to God.  And he responds in the only way he knows how.  He rushes into town, to the tattoo parlor and gets the perfect tattoo for his back.  It’s an image, a Byzantine image, of the Christ.

He goes back home to his fundamentalist wife, thinking she will be pleased with this transcendent image he has taken upon himself.  But she, in her legalism, doesn’t even recognize it.  When Parker tells her it’s God, she beats him over the back with her broom until large welts had formed on the face of the tattooed Christ.

Parker’s suffering then is Christ’s suffering.  The bond between the two – his welts and the face of Christ – is irrevocable, and Parker’s only comfort now is the supreme comfort:  that he has a cross to lean on, that in his suffering he experiences a unity with Christ.  Parker’s story is a cross story.
The story of the Christian is not a glory story; it is a cross story.  God’s grace finds us in the pits.  It’s not a matter of us reaching for glory.  Peter tried that; Peter said, Let’s make three booths.  The answer was No and the answer is still No.  Glimpses of the final glory may be permitted; what is not permitted is grabbing that future glory and forcing it into the present.

Cross stories are everywhere in our newspapers and news magazines:

· The Wheat Ridge woman who was shot and killed by her ex-boyfriend this past week.
· The foreclosure notices which came to how many homes this past week?
Our cross stories begin like this:

· My wife left me.
· The doctor said it was malignant…
inoperable.

Our cross stories are like the bottoming out of an alcoholic.  As long as the alcoholic thinks he can handle it himself…all he needs is a little more will power….grit the teeth a little more.  But that’s the glory road….trying to do it yourself.  The cross story begins when the alcoholic admits that he can’t do it himself.  The cross story is the story of faith beginning in suffering.  The humility to confess, I am an alcoholic and I cannot stop by myself, is not a mark of despair but of hope.

Our cross stories tell of a similar “bottoming out”.  It is the realization that we cannot do it by ourselves; the glory road goes nowhere.  The cross story is an awareness of our own brokenness and sin, our own limitations.  
Like the alcoholic who, for the rest of his life, has to say everyday, I am an alcoholic, so must all of us daily learn to say, I am a broken sinner, and never stop saying it until Christ’s return makes it no longer true.

Please understand me.  I am not saying that suffering is something we should wallow in….or point to as some kind of masochistic badge of merit.  That would be the glory road, right?.....a glorification of our suffering?  If you can stop your suffering, you are obligated to do it.  But if you can’t stop it, then look for God in your suffering.  Because that is where he is…working with you in your suffering, turning you to his grace.

Jurgen Moltmann, a theologian from Germany, now in his 70’s, is among the top handful of theologians today.  He writes:

Since I first studied theology, I have been concerned with the theology of the cross…It is the basic theme of my theological thought.  No doubt this goes back to [my life] as a prisoner of war behind barbed wire…Shattered and broken, the survivors of my generation were then returning from camps and hospitals to the lecture room.  A theology which did not speak of God in terms of the abandoned and crucified one would not have got through to us then.
In the Cross of Christ I Glory…..so wrote John Bowring.  Bane and blessing, pain and pleasure, by the cross are sanctified.  He wrote his hymn during his younger years in England back in 1825 when he knew what a theology of the cross was all about.  He worked among the underprivileged and the downtrodden, campaigned for public education, prison reform, the abolition of flogging in the Navy.  His was a cross story.

But somehow he got derailed, and his life became a glory story.  He was appointed governor of Hong Kong, where it was said of him, He is full of conceit and without any very clear idea of political principles on a large scale.  He dealt with the Chinese in an insolent, high-handed manner, bringing about the second Opium War which resulted in Britain forcing China back into the opium trade.  What happened?  Glory corrupts.  Our own reaching for glory corrupts.

In just a few days, in fact, this coming Wednesday – Ash Wednesday – we begin the walk to the cross.  We walk with Jesus, but his way is a way that leads to suffering.  This time of worship is for us a transfiguring experience, an experience, each Sunday, of some degree of glory.  But it is not a glory that removes the suffering or takes away all the pain.  It is a glory that enables us to walk the way of the cross with hope and confidence, knowing that Jesus really is ‘God with us,” despite the pain.
This is the glory of the mountaintop as we walk with Jesus toward another mountain, the mount of crucifixion, Golgotha.  There we’ll be able to see who he really is and the source of his true glory.    

There is a gospel mystery here, people.  It is a gospel, which, I grant you, initially repels…..a God dying on a cross!?!  But that is the God we are told to listen to!  Especially in your own suffering, listen to the Christ on the cross.  It is a gospel mystery of suffering which points us to the grace which heals us.
