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LISTEN TO HIM                      MARK 9:2-10a – 14-27

The Rev. Donald Williamson    2-19-12

On this Sunday before the season of Lent, the lectionary gives us the story of the transfiguration of Jesus.  And before I read that story I want to make sure you have in mind some history.

In the Old Testament there were two main figures of Hebrew history that reportedly did not die, but were taken directly up into heaven.  They were Moses and Elijah.  The Hebrews did not have a book they called “The Old Testament.”  What they had was a group of writings known to them as “The Law and the Prophets.”  And Moses and Elijah, in a unique way, represented those writings to the Jewish people.  Moses represented the Law, while Elijah represented the Prophets. They were to top two figures of Jewish history.

Let us listen for the Word of God.

PASSAGE

Mark tells us that Jesus ordered his three disciples not to talk about their experience; and he adds that they obeyed.

I don’t doubt it.  I mean imagine yourself going out with the boys for a drink after your hike with Jesus.  You begin to tell them your story.  “Hey, up there on Mt. Tabor, Jesus clothes turned dazzling white…and then there was this talking cloud.”  About then the boys are looking at you a bit funny.  But you go on: “And then, who shows up but Moses and Elijah; they’re talking with Jesus.”  Now the guys are smiling at you; they’re waiting for the punch like, for this must be a joke.  No, I understand why the disciples told no one.

And I have wondered: How did they know it was Moses and Elijah.  I mean Facebook wasn’t around, posting pictures of everyone.  And I doubt that Moses and Elijah were wearing nametags.

No, I understand why they told no one.  But at the same time I bet they never forgot those words: This is my own dear son; listen to him!  I bet those words haunted them for the rest of their lives.  

And essentially that is the message from God to disciples in every age.  That message is supposed to haunt all of us.  “This is my son; listen to him.”  Watch him.  Learn from him.  Listen to him.

And a good place to start with that watching and listening is given us in the story of what happens as Jesus comes down from the mountain.

Three things I want you to notice with me this evening, as we try to learn from Jesus…and I’m grateful to Williams Barclay for these ideas.

The first is the fact that Jesus is often judged by the behavior of his disciples.

Jesus came down from the mountaintop experience to a very difficult situation.  A man had brought his epileptic son to Jesus for healing.  Today epilepsy is mostly a controllable disease, but back then it was not.  It was a frightening malady; and it was presumed to be caused by demons, which inhabited the afflicted person.  When the father arrived Jesus was gone; and the disciples had been a dismal failure in dealing with the problem.  That was a golden opportunity for those who were out to sabotage and discredit the ministry of Jesus.  The helplessness of the disciples was a chance not just to belittle them, but to ridicule their leader as well.

That’s what made the situation so delicate.  And that’s what makes a lot of situations delicate for Christians.  Because our conduct, our words, our behavior, our ability or inability to cope with the problems of life, are very often used as a yardstick not only to judge us, but to judge Jesus as well.

Paul in his letter to the Corinthians makes it painfully clear.  “We are ambassadors for Christ.”  What a haunting thought.

Let me share with you the conscience of a minister.  

Ten years ago, while I was serving in the Palm Desert church, my wife and I invested in a small cabin up at Lake Arrowhead.  And I shared in a sermon there that I felt some guilt about that.  Of course it was a safe place to say that; probably half of that winter congregation has more than one home.  So they assured me I deserved it; it was good for me to have an escape.  But the words of Maynard Fuller, the founder of Habitat for Humanity haunted me…and I quote: “If anyone has more than one home and calls himself a Christian, he is a liar.”  We are ambassadors for Christ.

Several…a few…times I’ve gone to a party, had a bit too much to drink, and told a very funny but off-color story.  Some folks always love it.  “Look, he can be a minister and a regular guy…drinking like the rest of us.”  That approval haunts me.  We are ambassadors for Christ.

A couple of years ago my wife and I bought a new camper van.  Never mind that it was seven years old and that we paid half of what it cost new.  That big Mercedes Benz emblem on the front shouts, “This guy has big bucks, and he likes to spend it on himself.”  And I am embarrassed, for I am an ambassador for Christ.

My daughter is going through a divorce.  And I can imagine people thinking, “See, even the preacher’s kid can’t live up to her wedding vows.  Just like her old man, who also went through a divorce…or two.  

We are ambassadors for Christ.  People judge not just us, but also faith in general, the church, and even Jesus, the Lord we represent.  That may be unfair; and it may be a burden we’d rather not bear; but that’s the way it is.  We are ambassadors for Christ Jesus.

Let me move on from that to a lesson we can learn from Jesus in this story about handling disappointment and discouragement.

There they were, nine of his best, nine of his handpicked followers…beaten and baffled, helpless and ineffective.  That must have been discouraging for Jesus.  Here he is, out to change the world, and he can’t even succeed with a few handpicked followers.  His frustration was evident as he cried out, “How long must I put up with this!?”

And I think we learn that it’s okay, even healthy, to shout out our frustration now and then.  A good holler can help.  Maybe even a good cry.

But notice what Jesus does next.  “Bring the boy to me,” he says.  And here is the lesson we need to learn: When we cannot deal with the whole situation, then the thing to do is to deal with the part of it we can handle.  It was as if Jesus said to himself, “I don’t know how I’m going to change the world, or even this handful of disciples; but I can help this one boy.  So let me get on with what I can do, and not despair in what I can’t do.

And finally we do well to notice what it is, according to Jesus, that makes miracles possible.  The father comes to Jesus with an “iffy” kind of faith: “Help us if you possibly can.”  To which Jesus replies, “If you can.  Everything is possible for the person who has faith.”

Now I don’t think that’s a theological truth.  Jesus is not saying that if you have enough faith God will give you everything you want.  It is, rather, a metaphysical truth, a universal truth, a fact of life, just like gravity is a fact of life.

And I think we have all discovered that the reverse is true: To approach anything in a spirit of hopelessness is to make it hopeless.  “Can’t do, never did,” my father used to tell me.

Can’t do, never did. 

Faith is the fertile ground in which miracles can grow.

Now that’s the end of William Barclay’s outline, with my embellishments.  Now I want to take you in another direction.

We’ve been hearing lately, in the lectionary passages, several stories of healings.  In case you’ve never noticed it, the gospels agree that Jesus earned a reputation first and foremost as a healer.  The blind, the deaf, the woman with a flow of blood, the man with leprosy, the epileptic, the paralytic.  He tried to downplay that reputation, because he had other things which were important to do and say and teach.  But have you ever wondered why Jesus did so many healings?

I don’t know; but I think I know.  It was so that those people – ill, helpless, hopeless – could be brought back into community…so they could once again be welcome in their own homes, their families, the synagogue, the community.

The religious and cultural systems Jesus dealt with had strict rules.  The ill, the disabled, the disfigured…all were ritually unclean.  They were outcasts, symbolized ultimately by a man so nutty he was chained to a tombstone near a bunch of pigs.  You can’t get much more outcast than that!  And Jesus wanted them all back in community.

Certainly Jesus was eager to relieve the physical pains and sufferings of people.  But more: He wanted those people restored to the communities that gave them life and love.

From Peter’s mother-in-law to Lazarus, Jesus’ healing had to do with restoring people to community.  And I would remind you that that was one of foundational intentions when Spirit of the Desert was created: We, too, want all to be restored to community…especially the community of Jesus Christ and his church.

Amen.

