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Point 1: Explicate
Point 2: Relate to Wider World
Point 3: Apply to practical reality
· Point 1: Explication of the transfiguration
· Three things seem to happen in our reading for today. 
· First, Jesus takes Peter, James, and John up a high mountain. 
· We are not sure what mountain this is. 
· But it is not unlike when Moses was taken up the mountain to receive the 10 commandments.
· The point is not how high the mountain is, or how arduous the journey was in getting there. 
· Rather, the point is that this is a “mountain top” experience. 
· This is not an ordinary time, it is a special time of God’s revelation. 
· There is an Anglican priest, Herbert O’Driscoll, who was quite well known in Canada and the US.
· I believe he is originally from Ireland. 
· Over the years, he led groups back to Ireland, on a kind of spiritual pilgrimage. 
· He talked about the “thin places” of Ireland.
· Those were the places where God was a little closer to us than at ordinary times or places. 
· There is the idea of the “Sacred grove” which is a place where it is particularly fruitful to pray and meditate.
· In this beautiful part of the country, you probably have your own “thin place” where the distance between you and God is a little less than in ordinary places and times. 
· There are many mountain retreats where we might have a mountain top experience, or where we might feel closer to God. 
· This sanctuary might be such a place. 
· Betty Loudy told a story this week of a visitor from another country who came to our sanctuary some years ago. 
· She told Betty: “You know the roof of this sanctuary reminds me of Noah’s Ark.” 
· So we may be in a special place here, and this is not unlike the place that Jesus took a few hand picked disciples. 
· We might wonder why Jesus took Peter, James, and John and not the other disciples. 
· Wouldn’t it have been better if more people could experience this manifestation of God’s glory?
· As I have looked into this, the answer seems to come in the last part of our reading where the gospel says: Jesus “ordered to tell no one about what they had seen, until after the Son of Man had risen from the dead.” 
· The issue was a secrecy and confidentiality. 
· We talked about that last week: that Jesus wanted to keep his identity a secret until after the passion and resurrection, so I won’t linger on it long today, except to say that this is why he took the three disciples.
· So the first thing that happens is the trip up the mountain top. 
· The second thing is the actual transfiguration. 
· Three separate things happen. 
· Jesus’ clothes are turned an incredible white that is not humanly achievable even with the strongest bleach. 
· Then Moses and Elijah appear, and Jesus’ is in deep conversation with them. 
· There is a kind of dialogue among the spiritual masters of the Judeo-Christian tradition. 
· Peter, as is the custom in Mark’s gospel, speaks for the disciples and says that three booths should be built: one for Jesus, one for Elijah, and one for Moses. 
· Peter blurts this suggestion out because he was “terrified”. 
· The greek root is “phobia” like the words we have claustrophobia or agoraphobia.
· It simply means fear. 
· The word for Jesus’ actual transfiguration is another root you might recognize.
· The word comes down to us in English as “metamorphosis”. 
· Jesus, on this mountain top, goes through a metamorphosis. 
· I read this past week that there is a quality that Jesus had that can only be defined in the negative. 
· It comes up many times, and simply stated, it is that in a fundamental way, even though Jesus is human, he is “not like us”. 
· The entire New Testament is filled with this image of Jesus as being essentially different from us, even though he is a human being. 
· This is very clear in the transfiguration. We get a picture of Jesus where he is set apart.
· Peter, in his fear, says that three equal structures should be created for Moses, Elijah, and Jesus. 
· In the Jewish tradition of the time, it was thought that Moses (even though there is contrary evidence in the bible) and Elijah were the only two human beings ever to be translated into heaven without dying. 
· This is perhaps what Peter thought in designing the three booths: to signify that these three would not die, and were the most important spiritual figures. 
· But then the last part of the Transfiguration takes place. A voice from heaven is heard and it says: “This is my Son, the Beloved, listen to him!” 
· So quite obviously this sets Jesus apart and above even Moses and Elijah. 
· Then the third part of the mountain top experience takes place.
· After the voice from heaven, the disciples see only Jesus. 
· They head back down the mountain, and Jesus tells them to tell no one what has happened until after his rising from the dead. 
· Point 2: Connecting to Wider Trends
· When I was at college, there was a course called “Self, Culture, and Society”
· It was an introduction to the social sciences, particularly psychology, anthropology, and sociology. 
· This course had long been part of the curriculum, and it had gained a very special title among the students who had gotten through it over the years: “Self-torture and Anxiety”.
· This was at a college where there was also another popular t-shirt: “UChicago: Where fun goes to die!” 
· So school was not always pleasing, entertaining, and fun, but I did manage to remember one thing from that class that I bring up today. 
· This word that I learned in that class, is a technical word, but it refers to something that is rather commonplace.
· The word is “liminality” which can also be broken down to “liminal” or simply limen. 
· What that word means really is threshold.
· A threshold is something very concrete. It is actually the piece of timber or steel that lies under a door. 
· It is a sill. 
· If you look to the dictionary, you find words like gate, door, end, boundary, entrance, and outset. 
· The first person to use this word for studying human groups was Victor Turner, a British anthropologist. 
· He was studying what were called “rites of passage” in different tribes in Africa. 
· Where, for example, a boy becomes a man. 
· We have recently been through one of these rites of passage as a church, as one of our youth has graduated from High School. 
· If you had been at the graduation, you would have seen how things are a little out of the ordinary at such times. 
· The faculty and staff, for example, as well as the students where special clothes, cap and gowns.
· The family usually gathers around the student graduating as support. 
· And there are many pictures taken, festivities, and a generally joyous feeling. 
· Toasts are made as well, getting the student ready for the next stage of their life, which for this person is college. 
· I told the Rands that my headmaster told my class on its graduation day that “this is the second most wonderful day of your life. The first is your wedding day.” 
· Both of these days are threshold experiences. Once you have passed through them you are a different person with a different status. 
· I am reminded of this today because I believe for Peter, James, and John they had a liminal experience that day on the mountain top. This was a threshold experience where however momentarily they gazed upon the true greatness of Jesus Christ. 
· This is a little like the Easter appearances of Jesus that follow the resurrection. 
· Yet it is before the passion in the gospel of Mark, so it is a hint, or foretaste of what is to come. 
· They were afraid, terrified, and in awe of the true majesty of God that was present in Jesus.
· This was an experience that would change them in a fundamental way. 
· We have seen that Jesus went through a “metamorphosis” this day, but it was also a transformation for the disciples. 
· I took a careful look at the gospel this week, and this mountain top experience in Mark signals a change in the direction of the narrative. 
· The gospel begins with John crying in the wilderness, the baptism of Jesus, then the many miracles of Jesus, and the parable of the sower. 
· It is interesting to note that after this mountain top experience, the miracles almost completely stop. 
· There are only two between this point and the resurrection. 
· Before this point, we don’t know how many, but the gospel gives us numerous examples, and then also says in summary “a multitude was healed.” 
· Another interesting thing is that conflict increases after this.
· The officials question Jesus’ authority, Jesus turns over the tables in the temple, and of course, there is the trial in front of Pilate. 
· So this is a threshold experience on the mountain top. 
· This was certainly a “thin place”, a place so thin that the disciples saw into Jesus’ true nature. 
· But this leaves an interesting question, which we talked about last week. 
· Even despite the mountain top experience, Mark says of the disciples: “So they kept the matter to themselves, questioning what this rising from the dead could mean.” 
· The idea of resurrection was not uncommon to the culture they lived in, so it wasn’t that the disciples were unfamiliar with it. 
· The point, I believe, is that the disciples were in a situation that we might find ourselves in sometime.
· They both knew what was going on, and at the same time, they didn’t understand. 
· Their understanding was ambiguous. 
· They had a hint, a clue, a hunch, but they couldn’t put it all together. 
· I am sure we can empathize with them, as this is not an uncommon situation for us.
· We see through a glass dimly, and we can’t always see where things are going. 
· It is easy to see a pattern when we look back over it, but it is not always so easy to see a pattern playing itself out in the future. 
· Point 3: Application to Life
· There is something worth pointing out just about the time of the church year we find ourselves in. 
· This time that is described as the time after epiphany started with another threshold experience. 
· That was the baptism of Jesus.
· Actually, there is also the epiphany itself, when Jesus began to manifest his divine glory as a young man. 
· But then right on the heels of that is the baptism, which we marked on January 8th. 
· Starting with January 8th, and ending today, we have been in the season after epiphany. 
· It starts with John baptizing Jesus in the Jordan. 
· The interesting thing is that God intervenes in almost the exact way that he does today.
· When Jesus comes up out of the water, the gospel says: “he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him. And a voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved, with you I am well pleased.” 
· Today, a cloud comes over the mountain, and a voice is heard: “This is my Son, my Beloved; listen to him!” 
· These serve as a kind of book ends to this season. 
· At the beginning of the season, God declares Jesus to be his son, and at the end, he does the same. 
· There is one difference which I believe is important. 
· In the second instance, God says “listen to him!” 
· If you look carefully at our pew bible, you will see that this ends with an exclamation point. 
· God working through Mark, really wants us to listen to Jesus. 
· This is the practical point worth noting this week: “Are we listening to Jesus?”
· We live in a culture of “mass distraction” as some say. 
· Voices and images are constantly competing for our attention. 
· I remember a few years ago telling the congregation in Monticello, NY that there might be a time when it was normal to be on the cellphone, watch TV, and engage the internet all at the same time. 
· At that time over 7 years ago, that seemed like a novel idea, like something that might happen, but might as well not happen. 
· I remember also telling them of families who didn’t eat dinner together, but instead for many things communicated by email. 
· This again seemed novel more the exception than the norm. 
· But here we are seven years later, and I find myself, sometimes on the cell phone, on the computer, with the TV in the background. 
· Is this really a good thing? 
· Are we able to listen face to face, or are we able to meditate on scripture, or let the Holy Spirit cry out to us from within, if we have all these distractions? 
· Some church members here have raised the question of whether the churches in this valley are really in dialogue with one another, or have we become more like silos where there is little inter-church dialogue? 
· Are we really talking as a presbytery about the struggle and survival mode that many churches, especially small churches, are experiencing now? 
· So, I believe, that if we work on our listening, and this includes listening to ourselves, because as we believe as Christians, the Spirit is seeking to speak through us, we will get closer to Christ and his kingdom, and we will heed the Father’s instruction, of “Listen to him!”. Amen. 
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