Rev. Dr. Anne Bain Epling
Faith Des Peres Presbyterian Church 

February 22, 2012

Mark 8:27-9:9

Transfiguration Sunday

Before we get into the nitty gritty of the story we just heard from Mark, what is known as the Transfiguration, perhaps it’s a good idea to admit up front that this is rather odd story.  Jesus, James, John and Peter go up a mountain, and when they get there Jesus’ face and clothes turn whiter than bleach (for no apparent reason), and then out of no where Moses and Elijah appear with him.  
Things like this do not happen in real life, and if they do we usually question the person telling the story or dismiss it outright as some sort of hallucination.  But if you can, I’d like you to set aside any question you may have about how something like this could actually have happened, and instead ask, “What does it have to do with me?”  Because that’s the more pressing question, I think.  I’m not so much interested in the how as I am in the What?  What does this story have to do with us, and what sort of meaning can we find in it for our lives today?
All week, as I was thinking about this story, and trying to find meaning in it, I couldn’t help but think about how much Mark’s story, and a movie Julia and I saw last Sunday, have in common.  Because both stories are about powerful memories, and how those memories can either hinder our ability to move forward in life, or help us to carve out a new path and find new meaning in our lives.

Last Sunday Julia and I went to see the movie Hugo Cabaret.  It is a delightful movie based upon a children’s book about a young boy, Hugo, who lives in the Paris train station.  When Hugo’s father died, he went to live with his uncle, whose job it was to keep the clocks running at the train station.  But not long after he went to live with his uncle, his uncle abandoned him, leaving Hugo all alone to keep the clocks running on time.

In between winding the clocks, he works on repairing an automaton.  An automaton is a robot of sorts, but this automaton is particularly unique and meaningful to Hugo, because his father worked on repairing the automaton prior to his untimely death.  But in order to repair the automaton, Hugo needs parts that are hard to come by.  Sometimes he finds those parts while working on the clocks, but most often he steals them from the toy shop in the train station.

One day, the toy shop owner catches Hugo stealing from him.  And it is at this point in the movie the Hugo’s life and the toy shop owner’s life begin intersecting in ways that are as intricate as the automaton’s gears.  As the movie develops, it becomes clear that the shop owner is terribly unhappy.  Something has happened in his past that he would rather forget.  It is a memory so painful that he staged his own death in order to forget it.  And yet, even that doesn’t allow him to leave his past behind . . .and until he can do that, he cannot move forward with his life.
Peter, in today’s story from Mark, is also having a hard time leaving behind the past, but not because it’s a painful memory, like the toy shop owner.  No, Peter can’t leave the past behind it’s too good.  So good, as a matter of fact, that he can’t move into the future.    He’s up on the mountain with Jesus, and it’s a glorious moment, so wonderful that Peter wants to encapsulate it.  He wants to build 3 dwellings and put Moses and Elijah and Jesus in them.  That way, they’ll never have to leave the mountain; they can stay there forever.  

You see, up until this time in Mark’s story and the disciples sojourn with Jesus, all has been well. They have healed people, exorcised demons, given sight to the blind and the ability to walk to the paralyzed; they’ve seen Jesus calm storms; crowds wait for him and flock to him.  

But then one day, after three years of travelling with Jesus, things take a different direction.  Jesus wants to go to Jerusalem, which is both a literal and a symbolic move.  They’ve been in Galilee, which has been friendly to them.  But Jerusalem is a hotbed of activity, and it might not be as friendly to their mission.

Jesus chooses this occasion to ask them a question.  “Who do people say that I am?”  And when Peter answers, “You are the Messiah,” he uses the occasion to introduce a totally new idea, to teach them that things are going to take a dangerous turn, that in Jerusalem he’ll suffer and die.  
“No way,” Peter said.  “You’re not going to get arrested and suffer and die.  You’re the Messiah!  A Messiah doesn’t suffer and die.  You’re mistaken.”

And that’s when Jesus says, “Get behind me, Satan.”  In other words, you’re missing the point.  
You’re missing the point, Jesus seems to be saying to Peter.  And then tells him, if you want to follow me, take up your cross.  

He had never mentioned a cross before.  And they knew what a cross was.  The Romans had introduced it, and it was a very public means of executing traitors and troublemakers who disturbed the peace.   Take up a cross?  Surely he was kidding.  Someone once said that you couldn’t find a more difficult marketing strategy than that.  “Take up a cross and lose your life” is hardly a way to foster church growth.  

In an essay in Harper’s Magazine, “The Christian Paradox: How a Faithful Nation Gets Jesus Wrong,” the author argues that American Christianity has subtly exchanged biblical religion for a competing creed.  One of them is the wildly popular religion of the Left Behind books, but the other is a cultural religion. A faith that doesn’t at all reflect Jesus and his call to deep sharing and self-sacrifice, but is instead focused on the self and its needs.
This new religion features sprawling new churches designed like shopping malls to meet every individual need and lots of “how-to” sermons: how to raise your children, how to have a happy marriage, how to get ahead in your career.  None of which is inherently bad, it’s just that it’s not what Jesus said.  In fact, it takes what Jesus said about focusing on the needs of others and turns it completely around so that the focus is on me, my needs, my relationships, my feelings, and my salvation.

I think if Jesus was around today, he might say to some of that, “Get behind me, Satan.  You’re missing the point.”  
And in many ways, the Jesus Peter wants to encapsulate on the mountain top is that Jesus, the American Jesus of health and wealth and happiness.

And let’s be honest, that Jesus sells!  Peter was on to something.  If Jesus is going to light up like a neon sign on the Las Vegas strip, we might as well build a strip mall and start charging admission.  Why go down the mountain when we can stay on top with that Jesus?
Why go down the mountain if Jesus can make me healthy and wealthy and happy?

Why go down the mountain?

Why go down the mountain?

Here’s why: because that’s not who Jesus is.  And if we begin to think that is who Jesus is, we’ve gone down the wrong road.  We’ve missed the point.  

You see, if we misunderstand the answer to “Who do you say that I am,” we also misunderstand “What does it mean to be a disciple?”  And being a disciple isn’t about what’s best for me or my needs; it’s about what’s best for others, and their needs.

Someone once said that good religion ought to call you out of yourself for a while and redirect your focus, your attention, from yourself, your needs, your feelings, to something much greater.  And that a faithful disciple, and a faithful church, is concerned about Christ’s mission of standing with the oppressed, feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, nurturing the children, welcoming the excluded, and living its life for the sake of others.

After Peter makes the suggestion to stay on the mountaintop, a voice booms from heaven, “Listen to him.”  The terrified disciples look around and only see Jesus, who is headed back down the mountain where he will heal a little boy with a seizure.
Jesus has no interest in building a monument to the memory, because he knows that in order to truly live into the calling as his disciples, Peter and James and John must leave the past behind.

And that can be very, very hard to do.  Memories of good times can cheer us up and brighten an otherwise dreary day.  But memories can also hold us back from moving forward.  So sometimes we need to let them go, as difficult as that may be to do.

I’m pretty sure I shared with you that last summer, when we were at the lake, we decided to climb Mount Monadnock.  There were moments climbing it that I thought I’d never get to the top.  But I got there, and I’m glad I did.

The thing about climbing a mountain, though, is no one tells you how hard the descent is!!  I knew the trip up was going to be hard, but no one told me the trip down was worse.  I’m telling you, I thought I’d never get down that mountain.  I think I stopped more on the way down, than on the way up.  My knees were getting wobbly, my thighs were tightening up, and of course I didn’t have as much to look forward to on the way down, as I did on the way up.  At least on the way up you can think about the great view that is opening up before you, but on the way down there’s none of that.  
But what was I going to do?  Stay on the mountain forever?  Leave my family?  Have food and water helicoptered in?  I had to go down the mountain.  I didn’t have any choice but to go down the mountain.  I wish I could tell you that something wonderful happened on the way down that you could find meaning in, but in all honesty two days later I was still complaining about being sore and swearing up and down that if Charlotte ever wants to climb Mount Monadnock she’s on her own, because I’m not sure I can make that commitment twice.
When Christ asked the disciples: "who do you say that I am?" he wasn’t as interested in their opinion about him, as much as he was interested in their commitment to him.  

The same is true of us.  Christ wants to know what our commitment is: are we willing to take up a cross, are we willing to focus on other people and their needs rather than our own, are we willing to follow him down the mountain to serve people in their times of need?  Are we willing to make that commitment?
Who do you say that I am, Jesus asked?  Who do you say that I am?  How we answer that will affect what sort of disciple we will be.  Will we only follow the Jesus we’ve met thus far, or will we follow him all the way to Jerusalem where there is suffering death, but also life . . .eternal life, where hope springs forth and God shows us how powerfully and profoundly and unconditionally we are loved.
"Who do you say that I am?", Jesus asked.  Who do you say that I am?

Amen.
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