14 February 2021, next before Lent

2 Kings 2: 1-12; 2 Corinthians 4: 3-6; 

Psalm 50:1-6; Mark 9: 2-9 

Ashdon zoom 2021
1.
Coping with challenge

I don’t know about you, but I think one of the hardest things about the current restrictions is not knowing how long they will go on. The calls for a ‘road map’ out of our situation seem to show that this is a difficulty for most people. I have often thought that this factor must be what makes living as a hostage particularly difficult – you may remember the captivity in Lebanon of John McCarthy, freed 30 years ago this year after more than 5 years in captivity. You may have seen the beautiful stained glass window commemorating this in Broxted church not far from here, where his family lived next door to the church. Most of us can cope better with a situation when we can see a way out or when we know how long we have to hang on.
We heard of a different sort of challenge this week when Pip Hare, a local woman of 47, completed her journey round the world by sea. That at least was a challenge with a known end. The local news reported that was glad of the encouragement of the celebrity Russell Crowe on her birthday before she reached her target. Encouragement is important to us all – in relation to the pandemic, it is the rising number of vaccinations that are pointing a way ahead for us all.
2.
The Transfiguration: extraordinary 

Today our gospel reading recounts one of the most mysterious events from the life of Jesus – what we call the Transfiguration. It was clearly a remarkable religious experience for all who were there, and is told by Matthew Mark and Luke. The account has echoes of the story of Jesus’ baptism, at which there was also a voice from heaven using very similar words, speaking of Jesus as ‘my Son, the beloved.’ On both occasions, the incident precedes a time of trial for Jesus: the Baptism just as he starts his public ministry and before he goes into the wilderness where he is tempted, and this time prior to his turning towards Jerusalem and the cross.

But what are we to make of it? Who was the target audience? Was this encouragement for Jesus, for his disciples, for the early church…and how can it encourage us as we enter the period of Lent?
3.
Four potential audiences

It is very easy to see this as words of encouragement for Jesus himself. He has been trying to explain to his followers that he needs to suffer and die, but they are reluctant to believe this. We can imagine that Jesus was so close to his Heavenly Father that he was constantly upheld by Him, but we know too that as a human being he experienced moments of doubt, wishing, in the garden of Gethsemane before the cross that this cup might pass from Him. Here we have a literal ‘mountain top experience’ in which his identity is confirmed in the presence of the two important figures from Jewish history. How important this must have been for him.

And then there are these 3 closest disciples. They too were to face a trial the like of which they had not yet encountered. Their awareness of the true identity of Jesus has wavered, coming and going as Peter at first recognises his divinity, then again cannot truly believe it. Was this show of glory for their benefit?
Certainly for the early church, reflecting later on this moment, it became very significant, and the gospel writers are all keen to include this in their accounts, particularly for the benefit of Jewish Christians who would have realised the great significance of the presence of Moses and Elijah alongside Jesus.
So what about us? Those who put together our readings for the year – what we call the lectionary, place this reading on the Sunday next before Lent. Despite the fact that we have a three year cycle of readings, this is chosen each year, with the account taken from a different gospel each year. This is somewhat remarkable, given that the feast day for this event is not until 6 August, when it rarely falls on a Sunday.
So what does this reading have to say to us today? I am struck by the fact that these two Sundays before Lent – last week and this, have both featured readings that emphasis the identity of Jesus . If you were here last week, you will recall that we heard the lovely passage from St John that Jesus is the light of the world, who has come to vanquish the darkness. And the epistle reading from Colossians emphasised that Jesus is the very likeness of God. Here we have the same themes from a different letter of Paul – this time to the Church in Corinth– of light and also of Jesus as the very image of God. What help can this be to us as we prepare to enter the season of Lent, and also as we live in the world in this time of pandemic?

4.
The challenges we face

We face many challenges – many of these are personal. Concern about our own health or those of loved ones. For many, real deep concern about livelihoods as the economy suffers from this pandemic.  None of these are trivial. We need encouragement to see us through the human ups and downs of life.  This encouragement often comes through the support of others, and times of difficulty are times when we realise more than ever this power of human love and concern.

In terms of our faith, there are other challenges. This year I am leading study groups that consider a book about evangelism, about how we share our faith with others. If I am honest, this has always been a subject I have somewhat shied away from, and one to the useful things that the book we are looking at does is to list some of the reasons why this might be. As I read a book I might not normally be drawn to, I am challenged to ask myself what Jesus means to me. For if I can answer that question, I will have more idea why I might or might not want to share this with other people. After all, if I encounter a delicious recipe or a good diet or hairdresser, or a fantastic bargain, I would be keen to tell my friends about it. Why am I less keen to share my faith?
The readings this week and last week all point us to the importance of Jesus as the one who brings light to our darkness and shows us what God himself is like. They point to the good news that we have to share. They both encourage us in our daily challenges and difficulties and also encourage us to see the precious message that we have to share. Our post communion prayer speaks of the aim that ‘all the world may know his power to change and save’.

May we be so strengthened both by our reading of scripture and our participation in worship and our fellowship in Him that we ourselves know this power and are encouraged to share it with those around us.
Amen
     
Christ whose glory fills the skies
Lord Jesus Christ
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