
Revd Ro's Reflection on

Sunday next before Lent

2 Corinthians 4. 3-6

Mark 9. 2-9

Wednesday is Ash Wednesday and the beginning of Lent. Only a couple of weeks ago we were

looking at the readings for the presentation of Christ in the Temple. I spoke of the saying about

Candlemas, one look back to Christmas then on to the cross. We are now only a few days from Lent

and our preparation for Holy Week and Easter.

The readings today have this in common; they are concerned to a large extent with emphasising the

supremacy of Christ. What better passage then than the account of the Transfiguration.

The feast of The Transfiguration is on August 6th. I can remember being on holiday in Dorset and

sitting quietly in the church at Melbury Osmund, the priest, who was to become a friend, had been

among the first women to be ordained; she knew that I had just been priested.  Imagine my horror

when she began her sermon by saying, ‘Rowan would you like to explain the Transfiguration to us!

She was teasing and her sermon was excellent.

A few weeks ago I spoke of the Celtic Christians choosing so-called ‘thin places’ in which to establish

their settlements. Our God is all around us of course and as close as our own breathing but I know

what they meant. I have visited Lindisfarne and in the early morning or in the evening when the

island is deserted once more, when the tide covers the causeway and the tourists have gone home,

there is a special feeling. The presence of the Holy Spirit is tangible and the idea of the ‘thin place’ is

quite clearly a reality. Of course this is not just reserved for holy islands like Iona or Lindisfarne;

maybe we have all experienced our own ‘thin place.’ Mine is Spital Chapel and just sitting in the

silence there one can feel the presence of God. So many people have told me over the years that

they have felt similarly. Sadly Captain Sir Tom Moore has recently died; his words come back to me,

‘Tomorrow will be a good day.’ We have faith that it will be so and I long for the day when we can

worship together at Spital once more.

I mention the thin place because as I said a few weeks ago, there are accounts in the gospels when

the veil between heaven and earth is very thin. Our gospel reading is the Transfiguration, when the

veil between heaven and earth melts. There are other accounts in the gospels which have a similar



feel to them, think of the annunciation, the voice from heaven at the baptism of Jesus, the

temptation in the wilderness when we are told, ‘the angels ministered to him’ and of course the

resurrection. You will be able to think of more. But the Transfiguration of Jesus is unique. It does of

course prefigure his resurrection.

I think it is important to put this account in its context. It is worth reading chapter eight of Mark’s

gospel. One of the incidents in chapter eight is the healing of the blind man at Bethsaida. Bethsaida

was where Peter was a fisherman.

‘Jesus asked him. ‘Can you see anything?’ 24And the man looked up and said, ‘I can see people, but

they look like trees, walking.’ 25Then Jesus laid his hands on his eyes again; and he looked intently

and his sight was restored, and he saw everything clearly.’

Jesus cures his blindness but importantly this incident is juxtaposed with a question of Jesus to the

disciples. He had moved on to Caesarea Philippi; and ‘on the way he asked his disciples, ‘Who do

people say that I am?’ There is little doubt that prior to this the disciples were unsure about Jesus,

blind in effect to who he really was. Some people think you are John the Baptist others Elijah. In

answer to Jesus’ question, ‘But who do you say that I am?’ It is Peter that answers for them, ‘You are

the Messiah.’ They were blind but now they see clearly.

Immediately Jesus states what will happen to him. What is required, what is his destiny, 31 ‘Then he

began to teach them that the Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the

elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed, and after three days rise again.’

Peter, who moments earlier had shown such insight, now reacts as any human being who cared

about his master would react. The Messiah is the one to save Israel not get killed himself!

‘And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. 33But turning and looking at his disciples, he

rebuked Peter and said, ‘Get behind me, Satan! For you are setting your mind not on divine things

but on human things.’

Jesus knows Peter like many of the people simply does not understand what kind of King he is. Jesus

has a path to walk and it will lead to Calvary but it is only by his ‘obedience unto death’ that love can

defeat hate, that he will win salvation and eternal life for us. Jesus makes it quite clear that it is

divine will not human will that matters. More than this he now seeks out the people and spells out

the cost of following him to them.

34 ‘He called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, ‘If any want to become my followers, let

them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. 35For those who want to save their life

will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.’

Anyone who follows Jesus must be prepared to risk all for him. His is not the way of comfort, his is

the way of truth and people often do not want to be faced with the truth. Do not be surprised, says

Jesus, if you have to pay the price in human terms for following my way. The reward however is

eternal life.

38’Those who are ashamed of me and of my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of them

the Son of Man will also be ashamed when he comes in the glory of his Father with the holy angels.’



It is a salutary warning. Look at the words Jesus uses of himself. He is divine, part of the Godhead.

The disciples may not realise this yet but unless this is clearly understood Mark knows that what is

to follow, the account of the Transfiguration, simply could not make sense to his readers.

Our gospel reading begins, 2 ‘Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and John, and led

them up a high mountain apart, by themselves.’

Jesus takes the closest of his band of disciples up the mountain with him. The mountain nearest to

Caesarea Philippi was Mount Hermon. Notice it is these disciples who are called apart with him in

Gethsemane too,

Mark 14.32 ‘They went to a place called Gethsemane; and he said to his disciples, ‘Sit here while I

pray.’ He took with him Peter and James and John,’

They are privileged to witness the most remarkable sight. What happens on the mountain firstly is

that Jesus appearance is changed,

‘And he was transfigured before them, 3and his clothes became dazzling white, such as no one on

earth could bleach them.

The Transfiguration does prefigure the resurrection. This is the thin place when the veil between

earth and heaven is lifted and melts.

It is useful to look at the account of the Transfiguration in the light of what Jesus says in Matthew 5.

‘Think not that I am come to destroy the law, or the prophets: I am not come to destroy, but to

fulfil.’

Moses the great prophet was the bringer of the law, Elijah the prophet we read about in the Old

Testament reading for today was taken into heaven in the ‘chariot of fire.’ They are seen with Jesus

and are talking to him. Jesus is indeed the Messiah, the one who fulfils the law and the prophets. He

is the King who will rule not just Israel but the world at the new creation.

Elijah was supposed to appear, we remember, to herald the coming of the Messiah. The disciples

know this.  That is why earlier they say some people think Jesus is Elijah; other people have asked

John the Baptist if he is Elijah. Moses and Elijah, like John the Baptist, have worked tirelessly for

God. They have, ‘Prepared the way of the Lord.’ The Lord now stands with Moses and Elijah on the

mountain as he has stood with John at the Jordan. Really John has acted as Elijah, the herald of the

Messiah.

This passage is exalted, other worldly, awe-inspiring, supernatural. Then in the next verses we have

the so human words of Peter,

5’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.’ 6He did not know what to say, for they were terrified.’

Why on earth would anyone add this to such an account unless it was to ground the whole incident

in reality and truth? It did happen and poor Peter with the others reacts as anyone witnessing such

a thing would react –with terror. Think of the shepherds on the hills above Bethlehem, the disciples

who witness Jesus walking on the water or his resurrection appearance in the upper room, in each

case we are told, ‘they were terrified.’



Peter blurts out the first thing that comes into his head; once again he is, ‘Setting his mind not on

divine things but on human things.’

It’s natural; he wants to minister to them, to make it last. He is thinking too of the Jewish feast of

Tabernacles I suppose when he offers to build the shelters. It sounds very clumsy at this supreme

moment in Jesus’ ministry but it also sounds very realistic and typically Peter.

Then there is a cloud on the mountain which surrounds them and from the cloud the voice,

‘This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!’ 8Suddenly when they looked around, they saw no one

with them anymore, but only Jesus.’

This is confirmation that Jesus is surrounded by the love and the blessing and authority of God.

Jesus is who he says he is. Now compare this with the other moment of blessing and confirmation at

his baptism.

‘And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit

descending like a dove on him. And a voice came from heaven, ‘You are my Son, the Beloved; with

you I am well pleased.’

They are almost identical, but this time there is the command, ‘Listen to him.’

That command is not just to Peter, James and John it is to every one of us who call ourselves

Christian. Yes listen to him and believe in him but then put that into action and live out his

commands.

9 ‘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. 10So they kept the matter to themselves,

questioning what this rising from the dead could mean.’

Now is not the time for the disciples to reveal what they have just experienced and learned, this will

be in God’s time. What on earth can Jesus mean about the Son of Man rising from the dead they

wonder? As far as the disciples understood the resurrection would be on the last day. Think of

Martha’s words to Jesus before he raises Lazarus.

23 ‘Jesus said to her, ‘Your brother will rise again.’ 24Martha said to him, ‘I know that he will rise again

in the resurrection on the last day.’ 25Jesus said to her, ‘I am the resurrection and the life. Those who

believe in me, even though they die, will live, 26and everyone who lives and believes in me will never

die.’ John 11. 23

The raising of Lazarus happens as Jesus nears Jerusalem and his death. The time for plain speaking is

not now at the Transfiguration so he tells the disciples to be silent.

The Transfiguration makes it clear that God’s Salvation is for all people and Jesus is the one who

brings that salvation.  This event prefigures Jesus’ resurrection and triumph over death.

I have said that both our readings for today emphasise the supremacy of Christ.

I suppose if I could choose one word to summarize the epistle passage for today it would be ‘light.’

Once again the passage begins in the middle of a chapter it actually is dependent on what has gone

before it. Look how it begins, ‘and even if;’ what has gone before is this is,



4’’Therefore, since it is by God’s mercy that we are engaged in this ministry, we do not lose heart.
2We have renounced the shameful things that one hides; we refuse to practice cunning or to falsify

God’s word; but by the open statement of the truth we commend ourselves to the conscience of

everyone in the sight of God.’

In fact Paul has said before that he is the least of all the Apostles. It was he who was persecutor in

chief of the followers of the way, but he was brought up short by the power of Christ when

enveloped in the light of Jesus on the road to Damascus. He is transformed in a moment. The light

he sees then is simply the light of God

Paul, indeed everyone who professes to be a Christian, has to put off the old ways to live in the light

of Christ. That is the challenge.

In this passage Paul is stating the simple fact that he is God’s messenger. He is bringing the Good

News of Jesus Christ to people and he is doing God’s work. He is the signpost pointing people to

Jesus, he in himself is not important, the message is.

5For we do not proclaim ourselves; we proclaim Jesus Christ as Lord and ourselves as your slaves for

Jesus’ sake. ‘

And the light of Christ not only shines on us as it did on Paul on the Damascus Road but it must

shine from us, we must reflect the light and love of Christ if our Christianity is to be worthwhile.

6For it is the God who said, “Let light shine out of darkness,” who has shone in our hearts to give the

light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.’

People must look at us and see the way of Jesus, not our own way. The light is a powerful image and

rightly so, where there is light there is no darkness, think of the words of St. John.  ‘The light shines

in the darkness and the darkness has not overcome it.’ This is not just the darkness and sin of the

world, Jesus illuminates the heart of every Christian.

Corinth was a cosmopolitan community; and apart from many deities it had a reputation for

licentiousness.

3’’And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who are perishing. 4In their case the god of this

world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of

the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.  ‘

Paul is writing of the glory of Jesus Christ, the face of God, to the church he founded in Corinth. The

church he founded had to an extent had lost its way to the arrogance and pride of people. He is

trying to straighten them out, to make them see the truth and to live out that truth in their lives and

the life of the church.

7’But we have this treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary power

belongs to God and does not come from us.’

Paul is saying that he is not important, we are not important; it is the extraordinary power of God

revealed in Jesus Christ which is the central truth and our focus. We should be, like Paul, the

messengers, signposts to Jesus. We, as I said last week, are only parts of Christ’s body here on earth,

working in unity for Jesus and for good.



We need to measure ourselves by Jesus’ way and trust in his love whatever we have to face.

‘Lord the light of your love is shining in the midst of the darkness shining.’ Graham Kendrick

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


