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   St. Stephen's Episcopal pro-Cathedral
   35 S. Franklin Street
   ---------------------
   Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania 18701
   The Last Sunday after the Epiphany (B)
   February 15, 2015
   -----------------
   A Sermon by the Rev. Joe Parrish
   “Tell no one until the Son of Man has risen from the dead”
   The Holy Gospel according to
   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.
   Lord, may we be transfigured with you on the last day, and may we be
   transformed by you today. Amen.
   Maybe you have noticed the beautiful “Transfiguration Window” over
   there on the south wall of the church. It is a magnificent
   representation of our Transfiguration Gospel for today.
   The Feast of the Transfiguration, the event described in today’s
   gospel lesson for the Last Sunday after the Epiphany, is also observed
   on August 6 of each year, which rarely occurs on a Sunday. John
   Pridemore in the Church Times notes that Pope Callistus III designated
   this feast day as a way for the Church to celebrate the pushing back
   of thousands of “infidel” Turks from Constantinople on that date in
   1456, thirty-six years before Columbus discovered America. And of
   course those born before my lifetime and beyond may recall August 6 is
   also the date of the first public use of nuclear weaponry – in
   Nagasaki, Japan, in 1945. In that brief moment the Transfiguration
   feast day, that would seem to be so high and spiritual, was been more
   or less “redefined” in some eyes.
   So how do we recover the perhaps most highly spiritual event in the
   lifetime of Jesus Christ? How does his transfiguration speak to our
   world today that is so beset by so many rumors of and actual wars and
   acts of terror?
   Some of us clergy who were part of the World Trade chaplaincy recovery
   teams at Ground Zero following 9-11 were further trained as “disaster
   chaplains” and have taken courses on responses to various and sundry
   tragic events including the potential use of weapons of mass
   destruction. It is not as pie-in-the-sky as one perhaps imagines.
   Common conversations about the probability of a ‘dirty bomb’ abound,
   and perhaps every time some act of mass terrorism occurs, these
   discussions begin anew. And one problem is not localized: nuclear
   fallout spreads far and wide.
   The survival plan for New York and probably other cities has three
   groups of disaster responders, one goes to or near the site, one goes
   some distance west, and one goes further north. When the first group
   succumbs, the second goes in, and so forth. The so-called
   transfiguration event of 1945 has engendered serious plans of how to
   respond to terror attacks.
   Fortunately, perhaps, these events have been limited, but go to a
   variety of train or bus stops and you might see a contingent of
   soldiers and/or police on guard. Yesterday, the unthinkable occurred
   twice in Copenhagen. Earlier it was in Paris. And before that, in
   London. It is a worldwide concern. And our best experts tell us our
   best response is that if we see something we should say something.
   As I stepped off a subway train a few weeks ago, a person in the car
   right beside me began taking multiple photos of the subway stop with a
   very sophisticated camera. I am a part of a Public Safety committee
   appointed by the Manhattan Borough President, so I for sure felt
   obligated to make a report. In rather quick response time, soon after
   that when I was at that station three uniformed brimmed hat State
   Troopers were standing side by side downstairs by the subway trains,
   and two groups of three cacky dressed Army soldiers stood around in
   the large vestibule where train riders congregate. The threat level
   definitely seems to be increasing daily.
   One problem in our reading and understanding of our gospel today, we
   tend to take Jesus’ admonition to his disciples too far: he told them
   to tell no one about this amazing event, but we tend to forget the
   rest of Jesus’ command, that that secretive stance was to last only
   until, until, he rose from the grave, which of course happened two
   thousand years ago. So at this point in time, we are have no such
   commandment to tell no one, and in fact Jesus furthermore even
   commands us to go out and tell everyone, baptizing them and teaching
   them all of his commandments.
   We all are empowered to be Christ’s evangelists in our world, in our
   city, in our families, and among our friends. But do we follow his
   commands?
   The ‘rule of thumb’ specialists on church growth tell us is that if
   one of four visitors come back to church, then our church will be
   among those churches who are growing. So that is our goal, one of
   four.
   But there are a variety of barriers in our thinking and behavior which
   are counter-productive. We tend not to introduce ourselves to others,
   which would be the normal way to get to know others. Introduce
   ourselves! Also, we may be too shy or feel it not proper to admit our
   faith sometimes, and even in church. This shyness or reticence does
   not lend to helping others find a church home. And should we venture
   to bring others as visitors, one of our early tasks is to introduce
   them to those around us and bring our guests to the coffee hour. We
   need to be relationship builders here at St. Stephen’s. Remember, if
   we can get only one of four visitors to come back we will have a
   growing church.
   Our timidity goes even to the way we advertise our church—I have seen
   some of our past flyers and promotional materials that either omit
   listing when we hold our church services or that put the information
   in such small type that even the best eyes can hardly discern it. We
   need to be bolder in our proclamation of the gospel, in promoting our
   church services, and in expressing our faith to others.
   Barbara Brown Taylor, an Episcopal priest in Georgia, wrote of her
   experience in Ireland when she and her husband attended “Reek Sunday”
   celebrations there at the mountain Croag Patrick where it is said St.
   Patrick cast out all the snakes in the land. It is traditional on Reek
   Sunday for everyone to climb the peak of the mountain in honor of
   Ireland’s patron saint to receive Holy Communion from the priests
   stationed there. It is a bit of a climb, 2,510 feet up, but at the top
   what she and her husband discovered was a Plexiglas enclosed porch
   with elaborately vested clergy inside broadcasting over loudspeakers
   and a snack bar selling chocolate bars and coffee. It was a bit of a
   let-down from what they had expected from this mountain top
   experience.
   I recall not too many years ago Jan and I ascended Pike’s Peak in
   Colorado at over 14,000 feet in a slow moving cog driven train, rising
   up well above the tree line. The marks in the permafrost of the
   original wagon wheels of a century before were still notable, and we
   saw a few mountain goats and little else as we went higher and higher,
   until at the very top we discovered there was a huge parking lot where
   cars that had come up a back roadway were parked. Were we dismayed!
   But then I recalled years earlier as a teenager I had been in a car
   that had driven up the back way.
   These mountain top experiences have ways of becoming less than we
   expected.
   Several years ago, James Liggett, an Episcopal priest in Texas, noted
   that a public opinion company had surveyed Americans asking several
   thousand whether they had ever had what they would call “a religious
   experience”, a personal experience of whatever sort that had brought
   them somehow into the presence of God. As it turned out, Episcopalians
   came out first of all mainline denominations, with 70 to 80 percent
   saying that at least one time in their life, Episcopalians had had
   some sort of religious experience. But Rev. Liggett noted that the
   result was somewhat like what the disciples heard: tell no one
   anything. We tend to keep our spiritual experiences to ourselves. Yet
   we know God is very real.
   One person revealed to me some time ago that they had had such a
   religious experience, and I thought, “Wow, another Christian and
   regular church attender has been made.” But apparently the experience
   wore off quickly, as in a year or so they no longer attended church
   and had moved on to secular pursuits. Some spiritual seeds fall along
   the road or among thorns.
   How can we keep our zeal for the Lord real and exciting? If we are
   among the 70 or 80 percent who have had such a spiritual experience,
   how can we explore that to discern God’s special will for our lives?
   And for the rest of us, St. Paul writes in our lesson today from 2
   Corinthians, God “has shown in our hearts to give the light of the
   knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.”
   How do we hear God’s voice?
   Let me close with a note about the Elijah story when Elijah was
   running away from the wrath of Jezebel, another transformational
   experience. Elijah heard what is called in the Hebrew, “kole demawmaw
   dakaw”, a tiny calm feminine voice, a tiny quiet feminine voice. My
   Old Testament seminary teacher called it a "daughter of a voice." The
   adjectives are all feminine forms, probably emphasizing the lack of
   male strength we so often associate with God. Now how can the Almighty
   be heard in a little girl's voice? Well, just have a little girl come
   to you in her innocence and ask you to hug her dolly, and you will
   know the power of a little feminine voice. God tricks us sometimes.
   God was not in the earthquake, wind, or fire. God was in the little
   murmur of a female child's voice. It is in the softness of our hearts
   that we hear the Great God. He, with all the attributes of She as
   well, God calls us to bend our hardened hearts to hear the message of
   salvation. God’s young Son suffered and died after he was nailed on a
   roughhewn cross. Was not God's heart broken? But for us earthlings,
   God allowed such a thing because in our weakness and sin, God saw
   something good inside of us. God saw God’s Spirit inside of us. And
   God wanted to bring our divinity out. We cannot keep it covered up
   forever. Let the God within us come forward and tackle the unkindness
   and judgmental-ism and injustice and cruelty of our world. Let us be
   the transformed and transfigured citizens of the kingdom of heaven.
   Then we will be surprised how we will glow with God’s grace and mercy!
   Amen.
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