Last Epiphany 2011A
Matthew 17:1-9

One of the negatives involved in working for the Church is that one must be ahead of the time curve so to speak. In other words, my mind and thoughts are already heavily into to Lent. Why I have already given up chocolate, fallen back and eaten chocolate and am now back on the chocolate wagon whereas most of you haven’t even thought much about what even to give up or take on yet. Heck, I am almost at Easter, (He is risen, he is risen!) and yet we are all here just ending Epiphany. As I mentioned, this is one of the bad things about working in a church setting.

Thus, because of Lent, I have been reading Dante’s Divine Comedy, specifically his initial chapter the Inferno. First off, I want to tell you that it is not such a difficult read as one might think. I am the first to admit that many of the classics (Paradise Lost, Moby Dick, Crime and Punishment) can turn even the most die hard insomniac into Rip Van Winkle. I mean it seems as if the pages of these classics are sprayed with chloroform. But, not so with the Inferno. Actually, the Inferno has a different affect-----it is rather frightening.
As a quick review, The Inferno is Dante’s image of hell. And let me tell you that he is pretty graphic. People are boiled in blood, stung constantly by wasps, carry heavy burdens through swampy filthy mud caused by heavy excrement laden rain. Yecch! And this is for those who graduated from LAUSD schools! You should see what is in store for USC graduates! 
I suppose by today’s standards when compared to the movies Final Destination, Last House on the Left or the current feature remake of Little Red Riding Hood the Inferno is tame stuff. But when it came out, it was frightening. Really frightening. And even today, vestiges of this fear still exists. It still exists because Dante and current writers and church leaders toy with our fear of death and the afterlife. Actually, toy is rather mild. They manipulate our fear of death in order to get us to behave in an ethical manner based upon standards found in the New Testament. And I suppose if you agree with the principle that the ends justify the means, then you are okay with this. But I don’t like toying with people’s fears regardless of the ends.
For instance, I was reading one theologian’s take on today’s gospel lesson of the transfiguration. And he, correctly, states more often than not that the disciples and others’ reaction to Jesus is fear. Check it out. When people encountered Jesus, the predominant emotion was not joy. They felt fear. And the main persons who felt this fear were not all the people in the anonymous crowds but were Jesus’ own disciples. The people who were the closest to him feared him the most.

For instance, when Jesus assists his disciples after a night of fishing failure, and they bring in a miraculous catch of fish, they felt fear not joy. When Jesus calms the winds and the waves and saves the disciples in the boat, they felt fear. When the women come to the tomb on that first Easter morning and find the tomb is empty, they felt fear. Time and time again Jesus has to say to his disciples, “Don’t be afraid.” Now, he wouldn’t have to tell them that if, in fact, they were not afraid.

There on that mountaintop with Peter, James and John, in the mystical cloud, the shining face and radiant body, and the voice from heaven proclaiming, “This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him!”, there is fear.

The fear that is felt by the disciples on Mount Tabor and among all of Jesus’ followers in the New Testament is not just any old fear. It is fear of Jesus. It is not the fear that is felt with “what ifs” or an experience with the ethereal or ghosts or some mystical experience that can chill our spines. Rather, it is the fear that occurs when we come face to face with the God whose name is Jesus Christ and the particular demands he puts on us.

So, I don’t know, perhaps it is because I am already half way through Lent, but I need some comfort. I need to be released of the burden Christianity can cause. In other words, I think more often than not all of us need to leave church feeling un-burdened not re-burdened. But I will tell you that as clergy and leaders of the church we like to burden you. I hate admitting this. We want you transfigured------we want all of you to change your habits and be better, more loving, caring Christians and not just people. And we figure the only way to really get you to change is constantly to tell you how you need to behave more lovingly, caringly, or sacrificially. And Lord knows there are enough examples of victims out there whom we are ignoring for me to preach such a message until Jesus returns and goes back again! But, for today at least, I am going to unburden you. I am going to comfort you by giving you an interpretation of the transfiguration story that is a gift from God which is intended to (right this moment) give you peace, comfort and relieve one of our greatest fears rather than piling even more fear and guilt upon us. So here goes.

Jesus and three of disciples go up a mountain where before the disciples’ very eyes Jesus is engulfed in a brilliant light, which shone in, around and through him. Moses and Elijah appear next to him. And a voice, God’s, tells the disciples that Jesus is God’s Son, and to listen to him.
There are some very prominent theologians who believe that this story is not about proclaiming Jesus as the divine lord of the universe over and above all others once and for all. It is important to note that this story follows very closely the story of Moses on his trip up to Mount Sinai wherein he receives the Ten Commandments and after his encounter with God, Moses’ face shines so brightly that he must wear a veil. At its very core this interpretation (and it is the reason we are celebrating it here on the Last Sunday of Epiphany) is that Jesus’ trumps not only Moses but also Elijah and all the Old Testament prophets. Crassly put-----our God is better than your God. Just look and see. Again, this is the reason the Church has us read this particular story each and every year on the Last Sunday of Epiphany, which is the season in which we hear stories about who Jesus really is-----God.

However, there is another interpretation of this passage that I have come to like better. I like it because it actually depicts God as comforting us over our fear of death. And I like it when Scripture comes to meet us pastorally in our real life hurts rather than demanding we shape up our moral character. 

There is good argument which supports this story as a resurrection story. In other words, after Jesus dies, he appears in resplendent glory with two important figures from Israel’s past. And while witnessing this post death revelation, God tells the disciples to listen to Jesus. In other words, pay attention to that which is happening before your eyes….because……this is what is going to happen to you. You, too, will be resurrected in resplendent glory with those who have been important in your life to greet you and guide you. So, don’t fear dying. Let the light engulf you. You will be all right.
What is incredible is this is exactly the same message that Elizabeth Kubler-Ross distilled from years with working with thousands of people who were terminally ill and dying. She tells of people who had near death experiences. Each of them tell of a transitioning of the essence of our being (soul) leaving our bodies engulfed in a brighter than bright brilliant light wherein we feel no pain but feel at total peace. And in this light we are formed anew with what Kubler-Ross calls an ethereal body and Paul calls our spiritual body. Again, there is no pain or grief. We are born anew and yet we are the same.

Accompanying this peace is an overwhelming feeling of unconditional love. In Christian terms, we, in our selves, recognize what God has been saying to us all along-----that we are sons and daughters of God and thus loved. At the moment of our death, WE now hear----truly hear with understanding----God telling us how much God loves us. And perhaps for the first time in our lives, we believe it down to the core of our being.

And if this is not enough, and in order to dispel any fear, we are accompanied by those persons in our life who loved us simply for whom we are. We see them. They guide us; they comfort us.

Kubler-Ross’ entire point in writing about her experiences with persons who have had near death experiences is to relieve all of us of our fear of death. She never intended to deny Christianity or deny anyone’s belief system. She didn’t intend on making herself famous. She was trying to offer as much “proof” that death is a transition to something better and not a perilous boat ride across the river Styx into darkness, torture and destruction. Kubler-Ross is the antithesis of Dante. She was attempting to offer us comfort; he was attempting to scare us half to death.
And today, I want to do the same as Kubler-Ross. I choose to see this Scripture lesson as a resurrection story. I choose to see this as God actually doing something for us that requires nothing more of us than to accept the comfort. It is not crazy or looneyness. I choose to see this as a gift born out by the experiences of people who all seem to have had very similar experiences. And these are people who are regular people. Some were religious and others were not. And they come from all over the world. Why would we choose to negate this belief? And how does this in any way deny or contradict our faith in Jesus Christ? And thus, if it doesn’t, then how come we spend so much time in churches telling people to shape up or get out and vote or give more money or pray harder or simply do, do, do? How about more preaching and teaching about God’s love and care for us in very real ways? And by this I don’t mean preaching the esoteric gospel of John (Lennon) that is: “Love is all you need.” Yeah, I know that but even that is a burden. How about telling me in pretty down to earth terms how God takes away my fears and brings me peace wherein the only thing I need to do is receive it? Give me something real to chew on that doesn’t offend my sensibilities. And this is what I want to do this morning.
When we die, we die in the Lord. We are engulfed by light which brings us peace and an understanding of unconditional love. We are accompanied by past loved ones. We transition to a new life as God creates us anew in spiritual bodies. We are finally at peace. And it doesn’t hurt a bit! As a matter of fact, it feels great! It feels so great that those who have experienced it don’t want to leave it.

And I believe that the resurrection stories are all about this. Yes, we can talk about resurrection as defeating evil and that Jesus, as the only one to this point in history resurrected, is thus really God. But honestly when it comes right down to it, we don’t give a fig about this. We are afraid of death----our own and those whom we love. On a personal level, resurrection is about love and peace. It is about comforting the biggest fear in each and every one of our lives. And this to me has far more mileage than saying my savior is bigger and better than your savior or that we fear meeting Jesus because he makes demands on us that we, sinners, are ashamed of seeing or that we have to change (transfigure) our entire lives 180 degrees. Church has become like eating vegetables is to a child. It is good for you even though you don’t like it so you push them to the side of your plate hoping your parents won’t notice. The devil incarnate is the family dog under the table willing to eat up those nasty vegetables and thus, the dog (the devil) becomes your best friend and not Jesus.
Comfort! Letting go of a very real fear! I like this message. And if you think this is a pie in the sky message or kind of out there in a new agey sense, then take a look at those persons whom Kubler-Ross interviewed who had near death “resurrection” experiences. They all returned to live lives unafraid of death, but instead rather comforted. Their lives were much more fulfilled because they took that feeling of unconditional love and began to apply it to their own lives. Now, doesn’t this seem like a transfiguration to you? And rather than making those of us who hear their stories afraid, doesn’t it make us feel comforted and relieved? And thus, doesn’t this make us less anxious and less afraid of our own deaths knowing that God is there to catch and greet us? It does for me. And how does this transfiguration (this change) come about? It comes about by our God who displays it for us on Mount Tabor. 

So, today. You don’t have to leave here with any new resolve to change. Just let this story take away your fear of death. Let God do something for you. Wow! What a relief! How wonderful that feels! Thank you, God. Thank you, Jesus!
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