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A Homily by  “Let me tell you where we are…”
The Rev’d Jo P. Popham    Transfiguration Sunday

March 6, 2011
2 Peter 1:16-21

Hmmmm. What is the difference between myth and the reality of the transfiguration?

The writer of the 2nd letter of Peter would have us believe that something is real if it is

told by an eyewitness. So if we believe that this letter is truly the Word of the Lord as the

reader says at the end of the reading, then to believe something, must we be

eyewitnesses? Can we trust the word of someone who claimed to be there, that what he

wrote is the word of God? Must we hold the sacred Holy Scriptures as the literal truth to

believe? I am troubled by this and I am equally troubled by the anti-thesis of this belief.

Did we have to be there when our Lord Jesus was arrayed in all his glory, when he was

transfigured on the holy mountain? Did we have to hear with our own ears when God

spoke? Can we trust that God really said: “This is my Son, my Beloved, with whom I am

well pleased?”

If we were to use plain English, are we to “understand…[that Scripture] is not “a

matter of one’s own interpretation” because Scripture did not come from “human will,

but men and women moved by the Holy Spirit” speaking from God? The notion that

Holy Scripture is inspired is not new to us. Even we 21st century Anglicans understand

that. Our beliefs are held up by Richard Hooker’s three legged stool – Scripture, reason,

and tradition. And without any of the three legs our faith would fall, just as we would

topple into the floor. I often have thought that our faith could be represented by a tricycle

with Scripture being the big wheel in front, driving and turning our traditions and

reforming, dare I say transforming, our reason. Everything we do in worship is driven by

Scripture. All our traditions – our Anglican thumps – are Scripturally based. And we

reason this to be true, because it is true, not because we have see with our own eyes.

Can we make the leap to trusting that the writer of 2 Peter was driven by reason and

tradition as well? Traditions, Christian traditions had not been formed in the 1st century.
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The church, certainly church as we know it did not exist. There is a great line in the stage

show Steel Magnolias when a very young woman joins the small cast of strong women in

the hair salon which is the setting of the entire show. The lives of these women – who

could be as strong as steel when faced with unexpected life changing events – develop in

front of the audience and reveal wisdom and human nature at its finest and most

humorous. When the newcomer joins the staff of Trudy’s “House of Beauty” she is

cautious and does not want to reveal why she has left home and husband. One of the

more cynical characters says that they have to find out about her past. Trudy tells them

“She’s too young to have a past!” Well it was too early in the history of the church, the

church was too young to have had a past when 2nd Peter was written.

I am not saying that this letter or any part of Holy Scripture is “cleverly devised

myth.” But I also am not saying whether this is accurate. Many myths do make an

accurate representation of an event. And many myths represent the truth. But then you all

know that I believe that truth need not be absolutely accurate. So I also hold that myths

can be true whether accurate or not. The question for me is not so much whether the

transfiguration is a myth, accurate or true. The truth is that Jesus is the Son of God and

that God loves him and was and is pleased with him.

However, when this letter was written, there already were nay-sayers – false prophets

– who taught that the transfiguration and the promise of Christ’s coming again was

untrue. Modern scholars believe that the 2nd Letter of Peter was written near the end of

the first century and possibly as late as the mid-2nd century by someone other than the

author of the 1st Letter of Peter. The early followers of Jesus the Christ were promised

that he would come again – and soon – in their lifetimes – in that 1st generation of

Christians. And as that generation began to die without seeing his second coming there

was a crisis of belief. False prophets taught that all the stories about this man Jesus were

indeed “cleverly devised myths.” The writer of 2nd Peter said – not so – claiming that he

was there and relying on inspiration from God as his authority. Likely the author was part

of the Roman “Petrine circle” a close associate of Peter or one of his disciples. And this
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man wrote this letter, this epistle in Peter’s name. In so doing he gave new voice to Peter

to the people of a new generation and to the Roman church.

Do not be concerned about the authenticity of this letter. It may have been accepted

into the Canon of the Bible as a product of the apostle Peter, but it is authentic because it

contains apostolic doctrine. The apostle Peter was a witness at the transfiguration. But

remember that he was a fisherman from Galilee, a small rural place where the language

was Aramaic. The author of 2nd Peter was highly educated and likely was a scribe. He

used a rich Greek vocabulary, and he had more than a good knowledge of the Old

Testament, Jewish tradition, and Greek terminology. It is thought that the author was a

strong Hellenized Jewish Christian. Many letters were written using pseudonyms at that

time. Just as most of the Letters of Paul were written in Paul’s name, so 2nd Peter was

written using the authority of Peter the apostle’s name.

Can we trust the promise that Christ will come again? We can, because we have the

Holy Spirit to comfort us while we wait. There may be – indeed there are – false prophets

who deny God and God’s son, his beloved. But just as the prophecies of old have stood

up under the test of time, so the prophecies of the 2nd coming are supported by the truth of

Holy Scripture. When we interpret Scripture it must be of the Spirit, of the Holy Ghost.

There is a stage convention called a “ghost light” that I once saw used most

effectively. It was a one man show by Mandy Patinkin called Dress Casual. In the dark

black out of the theatre a single lamp with no shade slowly gave its light to the stage. The

piano began and Mr. Patinkin walked out and began his story telling in word and song. A

couple arrived late a few minutes after he began. They sneaked down the aisle to their

seats – that were row three center orchestra seats – directly in front of the actor. He

stopped and waved them into their seats. He said: “let me tell you where we are.” He

reset the picture for them of a darkened stage and the single ghost light coming up slowly

and the music tinkling softly and his entrance and the beginning of his monologue and

the first few lines of the first song he was singing when they came in.
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The 2nd Letter of Peter begins in much the same way. There is an introduction to

establish common ground with the audience. There is a short instruction on the apostolic

teachings of the church as it was in its infancy yet so very close to its origins and to the

apostles themselves. This letter is very much like a farewell address that is meant to be a

reminder to hold to the faith as taught by Jesus and the original apostles. And it gave

practical advice to measure the teachings of doctrine particularly since false teachers had

begun to try to debunk them. Knowledge of Christ and his teachings is a lifelong process

– for us individually and for the church during its 2000 year life. We continue to learn by

interpretation inspired by the Holy Spirit, the Holy Ghost.

It may be dark, my friends, but there is a single light that we can rely on. And we are

invited to join in, and even hear again and again the message told. And the story can be

restarted for us, wherever we are on our journeys. There is a “lamp shining in a dark

place” and the light it give is our Lord, Jesus the Christ. And there is no specific

beginning or ending to the story of Christianity or an ending of our learning how to be a

better Christian. But the light remains constant shining waiting for us to come, early or

late to the unending conversation – 1st century Peter telling the story, or a 2nd century

Jewish Christian writing using Peter’s name, or us 21st century Christians from all walks

of life who come into the conversation.

Marcus Borg describes it this way: “Imagine that you enter a parlor. You come late.
When you arrive, others have long preceded you, and they are engaged in a heated
discussion, a discussion too heated to pause and tell you exactly what it is all about. In
fact, the discussion had already begun long before any of them got there, so that no one
present is qualified to retrace for you all the steps that had gone before. You listen for
awhile, then you put in your oar. Someone answers; you answer him; another comes to
your defense; someone else aligns herself against you, to either the embarrassment or
gratification of your opponent, depending upon the quality of your ally’s assistance.
However, the discussion is interminable. The hour grows late, you must depart. And you
do depart, with the discussion still vigorously in progress.” ( Marcus Borg, The Heart of
Christianity: Discovery of a Life of Faith, Harper San Francisco, 2003, pp 19-20.).
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My prayer is that we see that shining lamp that leads us into the unending
conversation about and with Jesus, and that we allow the inspired word of God as
interpreted with the help of the Holy Spirit to transform us.

Amen.


