Transfiguration Sunday

Sermon 3.6.11

Scripture:
Exodus: 24:12-18

Matthew 17: 1-9
Good to Be Here

I think the disciples were out of their minds—James, John, Peter.  They saw something ordinary and decided it was extraordinary—their friend lit up by mountaintop sunlight.  They heard a voice where they’d been conditioned to hear one; they heard it say what they’d been conditioned to expect.  Remembering well as they likely did the old, old story of Moses on the mountaintop, himself aglow and in conversation with God, they had a predilection to sense things in a certain way; and sense them this way they did.  
But it wasn’t just that they’d been socially conditioned.  They’d been physically conditioned, too.  Having climbed a high mountain with little forewarning that this was what they’d be doing that day, they were now operating under the combined effects of exertion and elevation.  These can do funny things to your perception. They weren’t thinking rationally.  They were out of their minds.  
And I’m okay with that.  I think out of our minds is often where we should be—primed by our spiritual tradition, prepared by some spiritual practice (perhaps even one that involves physical exertion.  Really, if mind is the depository of things we think we know, things we think we understand, then out-of-our-minds beckons, at least to me, as a big, broad realm pregnant with promise and possibility. 
Not every preacher will take this tack this morning.  I’d venture the guess that most, in the mainline at least, will preach what I too have preached in the past, for very often this pivotal story in the gospel narrative is distilled to read like this: “Enough sitting around.  Get back to work.”
The Transfiguration is a story we hear every year on the last Sunday of Epiphany just before we begin Lent.  A crucial feature in all three synoptic gospels, Matthew, Mark and Luke, the Transfiguration of Jesus on this unnamed mountaintop serves as the hinge between our following him during his life and ministry and our following him to his death.  Given this, it’s no surprise that Peter wanted to stay exactly where he was among precisely the company he’d come (by chance? by chosenness?) to find himself—with Moses as representing the Law, and Elijah as representing the prophets, and the Beloved Son of God as the fulfillment of each of these.  It’s no surprise that Peter’s response was what it was:  “It’s a good thing I’m here; it’s a good thing we’re here!  We’ll build three tents so we can stay here!” Caught up in the grandeur of this transfiguration (which is what, exactly?), thrilled to have been one of three people to witness it (whatever it was he witnessed), Peter would be content if the journey were to end here.  

It’s not to, of course.  This journey would end (or so it would seem) just outside Jerusalem, in a field planted with crosses and irrigated with blood.  This fact Jesus had just alluded to and would, a chapter hence, allude to again.  And this, by the way, was likely what the disciples were to listen to: that the Son of Man was going to be betrayed into human hands, 23and they would kill him, and on the third day he would be raised.  Unbelievable though it was, inconceivable though it was, this was what the disciples were to take in: that Jesus must go to Jerusalem and undergo great suffering at the hands of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised.  When first he heard it, 2Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him, saying, “God forbid it, Lord! This must never happen to you.”  When second he heard it, he was, with all the disciples, distressed.  But now, during this glorious event in between these two hearings, he was lit up himself.  “It’s a good thing I’m here; it’s a good thing we’re here!  We’ll build three tents so we can stay here!”23
This, apparently, was not a good idea, rolled over as it was by a cloud of light, interrupted even by the voice from the cloud and then by Jesus himself who said to Peter and the other two, “Get up and do not be afraid.”  Then they went down the mountain and resumed their work of healing and teaching.  
Hence the “moral” of this story: “Enough sitting around; enough being dazzled.  Enough of the mountaintop; time once again for the plain.”  And it’s a worthy moral, on the one hand; it’s a good message certainly for any church that confuses its “tent” with its mission, conflating its church building with the Church as a gathered body, called together, let’s remember, to be the body of Christ.  After all, many are the congregations whose biggest budget items involve maintaining the buildings; many more are the congregations that are known for their building (the Church on the Hill, the Church on the Green, the church across from the general store) rather than what they do as Church.  So, when Peter says, “I’ll build you each a tent,” it’s easy to hear in his words our own urge to build and maintain a beautiful building and call it a church—a place where we can enshrine our experience of God; and when God rolls over that idea with a cloud of overshadowing light, it’s easy to see Peter’s urge as off the mark.  So come the sermons: “Get out of your sanctuaries.  Get to the work of ministry.”  And so, even from me, you’ve heard it said.  But I say unto you today, before we take leave of our sanctuary, let’s try taking leave of our minds.

The Shakers shook (and still do shake, though in small number) and sang and danced and stomped on wooden floors in order to achieve a bending of their own wills to the blowing will of Spirit.  Whirling dervishes whirl in order to achieve ecstasy.  Yogis pose in strenuous stillness in order to transcend reasonable experience.  Peter, James and John hiked up a rugged mountain and stood exposed at its peak: what they witnessed was perhaps a direct result of this spiritual practice.  As for me, the times when I’ve been witness to something glorious, when I’ve been spirit-led out of my mind, it’s taken me by surprise, as if it were a mistake.  I’ve never prepared the ground for a breaking in of such a thing.  Not really, not intentionally.  I’m a Protestant, after all.  I’m in the United Church of Christ; I have been all my life.  I’m busy.  I don’t have time for peak experiences; and it’s worth saying too that I’m skeptical of them.  I don’t like being manipulated; I don’t like being ginned up.  At best I can say my spiritual practice is a reasonable one: I prepare to preach.  And though I’m always surprised by the Spirit as present and guiding when I do this practice, I also do it for a reason.  I have to have something to say on Sunday morning.  

Or so I think.  

Though less and less so now that I say it; less and less so the more that I do this, especially among this congregation.  After all, one of our spiritual practices is silence, and another is the homily of the people.  And while I participate in both as the preacher (preparing, priming with a preached word), neither comes down to me to provide.
I mentioned a book I was reading a couple weeks ago, which I’ve now finished.  Diana Butler Bass is a mainline church member and scholar of congregational life.  Her book, Christianity for the Rest of Us, is subtitled How the Neighborhood Church is Transforming the Faith.  One reason I enjoyed reading it is because I think it’s true that the future of Christianity, in America at least, will come down to neighborhood churches just like this one.  Mega-churches will have their moment, are having their moment.  Broadcast preachers will be all the rage, and maybe will always hold some appeal.  For now, the life of faith will be assumed as all about believing rightly certain things: posits postulated for your consideration to which you agree and are therefore accepted or to which you disagree and are therefore condemned.  Faith of the mind will dominate for a time.  But what will endure in the long-run is congregations that practice and not just preach, congregations that concern themselves less with what their members believe and more with whether their members really relate to one another, what they do when they’re together, and how their common practices transform their lives—transfigure their shared humanity to resemble Christ’s divinity and transfigure their embodied place to resemble God’s eternal kingdom.  
Another reason I liked it is because I caught sight of us in the book.  Ms. Bass visited and studied various congregations across the country, each chosen for its vitality.  This was a common characteristic to all, though in each case so-called vitality was achieved and expressed in countless varied ways.  She then described them for her reader and in her doing so I caught sight of us.  In sum, mine wasn’t an experience of reading about congregational vitality and concluding then, “We should do this,” it was an experience of reading about congregational vitality and recognizing, “We do do this.”  Or better to say, “We are like this.”
What’s this? you wonder.  I can’t quite say since it’s not so prescriptive as all that.  This isn’t a book to prescribe what you should do to stop the bleeding out of your congregation.  This is a book to describe what some congregations have come to do together in order to prepare a way in for the Spirit, in order to open a way for something extraordinary to happen even amidst the utterly ordinary.  
Coincidentally for us this morning as we’ll soon gather for annual meeting, one albeit crude way Ms. Bass sums it up is that the degree to which Roberts Rules of Order dictate the way forward for a congregation—Roberts Rules of Order instead of the Holy Spirit—is the degree to which a congregation could be felt to be lacking in vitality.  Well, stick around for our annual meeting which will follow this service (whether or not we have a quorum) and see how we’re doing. 

You know, the thought now dawns that it would have been homiletical perfection to preach the usual sermon in response to the story of the Transfiguration.  Goading you disciples off whatever mountaintop you might have found during this time together and back into the plain old experience that is the business of the church would have been a seamless segue into annual meeting.  But annual meeting, frankly, isn’t that important.  So I leave you with this story instead: “Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and his brother John and led them up a high mountain, by themselves. 2And he was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his clothes became dazzling white. 3Suddenly there appeared to them Moses and Elijah, talking with him. 4Then Peter said to Jesus, “Lord, it is good for us to be here!”
Thanks be to God.
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