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Last Epiphany B
February 22, 2009

Mark 9:2-9

My former home parish in New Orleans – Grace Episcopal on Canal Street – is
still recovering from five feet of floodwater that soaked the church 3 1/2 years ago.
The congregation now worships in the main sanctuary. But St. Mathias Chapel on
the east side of the main building was the first part of the building to be de-molded,
the flooring removed and the concrete floors and walls scraped, cleaned, and
repainted. Actually, the chapel is a small worship space, but for two years it was
just the right size for the returning congregation. The walls and floors are dazzling
white, rather monastic really. Yes, they have been thoroughly bleached.

BLEACH. In New Orleans, bleach is the 8th sacrament.  When I first looked at
today’s readings, that one word BLEACH sent me immediately to my Greek New
Testament. Well, the translation we use IS true to the original Greek – Jesus was
transfigured, his garments became shining, exceedingly white – of such a kind that
a bleacher on earth is not able thus to whiten.  In first century Palestine, a fuller
was the person who bleached woolen fabric white.  So the Greek FULLER became
the “no one” as our version reads today meaning no fuller, no launderer, no
bleacher, could make the vision of Jesus any whiter. BLEACH, the smell of
bleach, the word itself, will always make me think of New Orleans and my former
home parish there where the light of Christ shines into St. Mathias Chapel and
reflects off of the dazzling white walls.

In a mountaintop experience Peter and the Zebedee brothers were permitted to see
Christ in his glory, but we too have seen the light of Christ. The light of Christ
showing God’s redeeming work does shine through – even in the midst of all the
muck and mold.
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Peter, James, and John were the closest to Jesus out of all the disciples, but even
their faith was often tested. On this occasion when Jesus was transfigured and his
divinity was revealed they had no need of blind faith – not in that brief moment
when they saw the vision of their friend shining in God’s light. God was
accessible.  God was right there with them in the person of God’s Son. The three
faithful yet fearful disciples knew that they were in the presence of the divine, and
it sacred them to death. Peter, James, and John still didn’t GET IT. They were still
in the dark. They wanted to make booths for Jesus, Elijah, and Moses; in our
vernacular, they wanted to put God in a box. Jesus’s ministry among Peter, James,
and John and the other disciples was to bring the Kingdom of God TO the people,
not to keep God at a safe distance, locked in a booth on a mountaintop.

And then they all were shrouded in a cloud. And out of the cloud God’s voice
speaks – I imagine Charton Heston’s voice or James Earl Jones’: “THIS IS MY
SON, THE BELOVED; LISTEN TO HIM.”

Now the disciples really were afraid. Their brief faith turned to fear when the light

was obscured by a cloud and God told them who Jesus was and that they were to

listen to him. As the poet W. H. Auden expressed it:

The vision vanished,
and the memory of it did not prevent them
from all forsaking [Jesus] when He was arrested,

or Peter from denying that he had ever known Him.

We might wonder if these first century men who knew Jesus did not GET IT, how

can we 21st century people understand?  Well, we know the rest of the story; we

have the Scriptures; we know the resurrected Jesus; and we have nearly 2000 years

of time-tested good interpretation from men and women moved by the Holy Spirit.

As most of you know, my husband Jim and I lost our possessions in New Orleans,
including all of our books. Among them was a treasured little leather bound 1857
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translation of Tolstoy’s “Where love is, There is God also.” My best Christmas
present ever from Jim was a replacement copy.  The main character is a cobbler, a
shoemaker, who suffers a great loss and turns away from God. He is visited by a
pilgrim who tells him to live for God. The cobbler  doesn’t know how. The pilgrim
tells him that Christ has shown us the way – that he is to buy a New Testament and
study it and learn how to live for God. He began to read, and the more he read the
more he wanted to read. Christ is revealed to the cobbler through reading and
gaining an understanding of God’s Holy Word. Tolstoy also sends the cobbler a
cold and thirsty mother with her baby, a hungry boy, and a stranger.  The cobbler
listens to Jesus in the New Testament but also he listens through the thirsty, the
hungry, and the stranger.

All week I have been LISTENING to the readings for today. This season of
Epiphany, the season of light is a time when Christ - the light of the world - has
come into our lives. This new church year began with an Advent of preparation,
then the birthing of Christ, and now God’s revelation of Jesus as God’s Son, God’s
beloved. On Wednesday this week we go into the season of Lent where we must
listen to God’s Son.  After the brilliance of the transfiguration a cloud covers us
like a shadow, and a voice from out of the cloud speaks: “THIS IS MY SON, THE
BELOVED; LISTEN TO HIM!”

My friends, my prayer, no my charge, is that in this coming Holy time of Lent we
may ALL learn how to better LISTEN TO CHRIST JESUS. We might buy a New
Testament we don’t mind writing in. Study Jesus’s words. Listen to Him. Read
some of the time-tested trusted interpretations. Let the Holy Spirit guide you and
do some interpreting of Scripture yourselves. Share what you have learned with
one another.  Jesus Christ has shown us the way. LISTEN TO HIM! Make the time
to LISTEN to Jesus, in the words of Scripture, yes, but also in reading one another
here at St. Andrew’s. Scripture is one way God is revealed. But Scripture is not the
only way that God reveals HIS BELOVED, HIS SON to us. Look around you. Can
you see the face of Christ in the faces of your neighbor? Read the face of Jesus in
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one another’s faces. LISTEN TO HIM!

Mark 9:2 (NRSV) 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, 3 and his clothes became dazzling white, such as no one on earth
could bleach them. 4 And there appeared to them Eli'jah with Moses, who were
talking with Jesus. 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 Eli'jah." 6 He
did not know what to say, for they were terrified. 7 Then a cloud overshadowed
them, and from the cloud there came a voice, "This is my Son, the Beloved; listen
to him!" 8 Suddenly when they looked around, they saw no one with them any
more, but only Jesus.
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.


