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Text: Mark 9:2-9


“Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and John, and led them up a high mountain apart, by themselves. And he was transfigured before them, and his clothes became dazzling white, such as no one on earth could bleach them. And there appeared to them Elijah with Moses, who were talking with Jesus. Then Peter said to Jesus, “Rabbi, it is good for us to be here; let us make three dwellings, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.”  He did not know what to say, for they were terrified. Then a cloud overshadowed them, and from the cloud there came a voice, “This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!” Suddenly when they looked around, they saw no one with them any more, but only Jesus. As they were coming down the mountain, he ordered them to tell no one about what they had seen, until after the Son of Man had risen from the dead.”	—Mark 9:2-9 (nrsv)


Today—the day we mark as Transfiguration Sunday—Jesus withdraws with a couple of his disciples to a mountain top. Everybody, from Moses on, knows that mountains are places that you climb to get close to God, to experience a theophany. Moses had to go up on a mountain to get the Ten Commandments. And on this magical mountain of transfiguration, the veil between present and future, the curtain separating the human from the divine, was lifted and, for a shining instant, the disciples were given a dazzling vision of who Jesus was. There was a voice from heaven. Moses and Elijah, two prophets long dead, stood there among them, beside Jesus. The appearance of Jesus was transfigured before them, and they fell on their knees in awe and worship. Impetuous Peter blurted out, “Lord, it is good for us to be here!”


If something like that has never happened to you, I hope that you wish it would. If something like that has ever happened to you, then you know what I am trying to talk about here. You know how our petty, moralistic religion pales in significance in such a glorious moment of revelation. How our “Daddy, look at me, look at me!” becomes, “I just saw God and lived to tell about it.”


Bishop William Willimon reflected on this experience when he visited an art museum: “I go to a lot of art museums,” Willimon said, “but one California Sunday afternoon, something happened to me in an art museum, that does not happen very often. And yet, because it happened to me once, in that art museum, I will keep going to art museums, hoping that the fire might strike again. It was in the Norton Simon Museum in Pasadena, California.


“Upon entering, my eyes fell upon a van Gogh. It was an olive tree, or perhaps a sycamore, a painting by the master that I had never seen. The tree was all aflame, with rich, thick colors. It seemed to open its arms to me, it seemed to lean toward me; it seemed to kind of shout, a great glorious hymn of praise. I stood there, utterly transfixed. It was as if van Gogh had seen that tree for me, as if he had peeled away the outer layer that covers the natural world in order to expose the essential, innermost reality of the world. Or had he set aflame the natural so that I could see the supernatural? I found it completely amazing.


“It was just a painting. It was just an ordinary day. I had seen something that was beyond seeing. I had learned something beyond knowing. It was not the sort of seeing that I usually do, not the sort of knowing that usually passes for knowledge.


“Am I stretching things too much to say that this kind of transformative vision, there in the Norton Simon Museum, thanks to a painting by van Gogh, is something akin to what happened to the disciples there with Jesus on the mountain?


“Is it an unfair supposition to think that maybe this sort of thing has happened to you? Or, if it has never happened to you, is it an unfair supposition to expect that you hope, in your deepest being, that one day this will happen to you?


“Such beauty, like that tree, reaches out and calls to me. What did I feel? I felt thrilled to be there—thankful. But I also felt worshipfull. Yes, awe, a kind of falling to my knees, a desire to cry out in the museum, to shout (which would undoubtedly have made the guards very nervous), “Lord, it is good that I am here!” In other words, it was worship.”�


We get our word worship from the old Anglo-Saxon worth-ship. To worship means to see and to respond to the true worth of something, to recognize and to adore the value of another.


Thus the scripture speaks of worshiping God “in the beauty of his holiness.” God’s holiness and righteousness are beautiful to behold. Beauty has a way of reaching out to us, seizing us, demanding our adoration.


The biblical scholar N. T. Wright says, “Our ordinary experiences of beauty are given to us to provide a clue to give us a starting point, a signpost, from which we move on to recognize, to glimpse, to be overwhelmed by, to adore, and so to worship, not just the majesty, but the beauty of God himself.”�


Jesus’ transfiguration on the mountain occurs in the middle of a rather humdrum narrative of events down in the valley. Down in the valley, on the plain, Jesus has delivered a sermon. It was his most famous sermon, but no one in the congregation that day, so far as we know, saw or heard anything special. Nobody shouted “Amen!” To be sure, there have been healings, and other miracles, but nothing too spectacular, considering the context. It was up on the mountain that the spectacular broke into the normal…the extraordinary cracked open the ordinary. And for one shining moment, the disciples see, the disciples believe. “Lord, it is good for us to be here!”


Are they given a glimpse of the supernatural, or is this really the natural, seen rightly? Is this event on the mountain truly ordinary, or is this the ordinary seen through the eyes of faith? Maybe it would all seem like a miracle if we had eyes to see. Maybe we wouldn’t have to be slapped in the face by a marvelous painting of a tree, if we had the imagination to see every tree as a slap in the face, a miracle in our midst.


Take that as one definition of faith, a “conviction of things not seen.” Faith is the gift of being able to see what’s really going on beneath the surface.


Maybe that is why you come to worship in the first place. You know how easy it is to become accustomed to the anesthetizing routine, how easy it is to have your vision dulled by the reassuring ordinariness of the everyday. So you come into this gathering, into this high place of praise, hoping that the veil will be pulled back, the curtain will be lifted and for one shining moment you will be able to see the world as it really is. That’s one theory of why people go to an art museum or to a symphony in the first place. We hunger for many things, but among the things for which we hunger, is beauty.


Early yesterday morning, Tina and I were sitting in the lounge car on the Auto Train and witnessed a magnificent sunrise over the fields of central North Carolina. It was an awesome display of the beauty of God’s creation…marred only by the fact that we should have been witnessing that scene somewhere around Richmond, VA.� We were, nonetheless, blessed by this amazing, celestial exhibition that began our day.


Bishop Willimon remembers from his days as Dean of the Chapel at Duke University: “At the end of a spring concert by the chapel choir, when they had finished singing, at the last stanza of the last piece, there was a rather awkward moment of complete silence. Then the audience exploded—yes that was it, they exploded—into applause. People were standing up, shouting, and applauding for all that they were worth. Why? I am sure it was partly their gratitude for the work of the singers. But the true source of that audience’s gratitude was that they had witnessed the creation of beauty offered to an audience whose lives are not always beautiful. That spontaneous rising to the feet, that energetic clapping of the hands, that is worship. That is worship at its best. Or rather, Christian worship is something much akin to that.”�


An inveterate visitor of art museums, Bishop Willimon continues to reflect on  beauty, “Years ago we went to see a special show at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. It was called ‘The Age of Fresco.’ It was a rather esoteric subject, with bits and pieces of frescoes from Italy. I was stunned to see hundreds of people gathered on the steps before the Metropolitan, eagerly awaiting the doors to be opened. When the doors opened, people started pushing, stampeding, exploding into the museum. I was stunned by the crowd. I watched them pulling little children up the steps, running, pushing. All of this to see a bunch of art?


“‘How hungry are people for beauty?’ I asked myself.


“I’ll tell you, plenty hungry.”�


On the mountain, Jesus was transfigured, his garments were gleaming white, and a light shone from him brighter than the light of the sun. His disciples, who had walked dusty roads with him, fell to their knees, overwhelmed with wonder. Then there was a voice from heaven. And they worshiped.


Pray that someday, stumbling through the weekly Worship service, we might be granted such a moment of wonder. Pray that the beauty of God might break through to us, might reach down to us. This is when religion rises. When the serious business that we do here sails. I pray that God might reach out through the music and the prayers and even my feeble words this morning to take us up the mountain, to light the fire, to remove the veil, to let there be light, and to make us shout, “Lord, it is good that we should be here!”


+ + + + + + + + + +


PRAYER


Mysterious, wonderful, uncontainable God, you come to us in all of your transforming glory, whether we want you or not. You reveal yourself to us, sometimes in the most unlikely places. You transfigure our humdrum, dull, everyday world into the kingdom of heaven. We do not walk away from encounters with you the same as we were before we met you. You warm our hearts and move our lips to praise you. Therefore, we praise you, shout hallelujah and bend the knee before such glory. Amen.�


+ + + + + + + + + +
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� I am deeply indebted to William H. Willimon for much of the direction and content of this message, based on his homiletical reflections in “Transfiguration,” Pulpit Resource: Year B (January-February-March 2006), pp. 38-39.


� Willimon, Pulpit Resource, pp. 38.


� N. T. Wright, For All God’s Worth: True Worship and the Calling of the Church (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), p. 7; as cited in Pulpit Resource, pp. 38-39.


� As I explained to the congregation at the time this Message was delivered, because of an unfortunate, middle-of-the-night encounter between a freight train and a car north of us, the Auto Train was stopped on the tracks in NC for a significant period, which caused us to be 4 ½ hours late arriving at our Lorton, VA, destination.


� Willimon, Pulpit Resource, p. 39.


� Ibid.


� “Prayer” from Pulpit Resource, p. 37.








