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	Glimpses
	Mark 9:2-9

On this Transfiguration Sunday, we read Mark’s account of that event, from Mark 9, verses 2-9.
2Six 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, 3and his clothes became dazzling white, such as no one on earth could bleach them. 4And there appeared to them Elijah with Moses, who were talking with Jesus. 5Then 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. 7Then a cloud overshadowed them, and from the cloud there came a 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. 9As 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.  
This familiar, but still amazing, story comes right after a key turning point in the Gospel of Mark. Back in chapter 8, Jesus had taken his disciples off to a region called Caesarea Philippi, where he asked them “Who do people say that I am?” and his disciples repeated to him all the wild fancies and conspiracy theories they had heard about the miracle-worker from Galilee. Then Jesus asked them, “And who do you think I am?” At this point Peter blurts out, “You’re the Messiah!” Jesus congratulates Peter, telling them, “Well noted! Now, don’t tell anyone, all right?”
	Anyway, that’s what has just happened when Jesus takes Peter and James and John up a mountain, where he is transformed before their very eyes. Even his clothes are changed, glowing whiter than white. (Mark’s Greek here says literally, “Whiter than any laundryman could make them!”) And with Jesus appear Moses and Elijah, who chat with Jesus as an old friend. Peter can’t think of anything to say, so he starts talking – maybe you know people like that – but Jesus ignores him, and a moment later, Moses and Elijah are gone, Jesus is back in his old drab clothes, leaving no trace of the vision. But Peter, James, and John will never forget what they have seen. Jesus is clearly more even than Peter had realized, more than just the expected Jewish Messiah. They start down the mountain, and just as he had done at Caesarea Philippi, Jesus says, “Now, don’t tell anyone about this.”
	Why not? Why not tell anyone? In fact, let’s go back a few minutes and think about the whole Transfiguration thing itself. Why did Jesus wait to do this until chapter 9? You’ve already heard how everybody in the country is speculating on who he is. “I think he’s John the Baptizer raised from the dead!” “I think he’s Jeremiah!” Meanwhile, the scribes and Pharisees are telling people, “He’s got a demon!” or even “He’s working hand-in-glove with the devil himself!” All that messiness and confusion could have been prevented, if he had just started out in his brilliant robes with Moses and Elijah there to give testimonials, don’t you think? Why wait so long?
	And if he’s going to do it all, why do it only for three disciples? Sure, now those three are absolutely convinced that Jesus is something special from God – though even they haven’t figured it out entirely yet – but twelve would be better than three, wouldn’t it? But then, maybe not, because if he’s going to forbid them to tell anyone, the number doesn’t matter. So, one more time, why did he tell the three witnesses to the Transfiguration to keep mum?
	In fact, before we get there, we should go back even farther, because this isn’t the first or even the second time Jesus has applied a gag order. Honestly, he mismanages his messaging from the very beginning. Two weeks ago we preached from Mark 1, where Jesus encountered a demon, who immediately identified him as the Holy One of God, upon which Jesus rapped his knuckles and told him to shut up. And he kept on doing that. In chapter 3, it says, Whenever the unclean spirits saw him, they fell down before him and shouted, ‘You are the Son of God!’ But he sternly ordered them not to make him known. He heals people, then tells them to keep it to themselves. He raises a little girl from the dead, then tells her overjoyed parents, “Now this is just between us, all right?” He seems to be doing everything he can think of not to be known as the Son of God, and if that’s how he’s going to go about it, why did he bother coming?
	Imagine opening a new store in town, but doing no advertising, putting up no signs, and if anyone does accidentally find their way into the store and buy something, making them promise not to tell anyone where they bought it. You’re out of business. No, if you start something new, you let people know: put a full-page ad in the paper, have a brass band and cheerleaders at the grand opening. If Jesus had done the Transfiguration publicly, at the very start of his ministry, that would have been like a 60-second Super Bowl ad. Jesus would have been the biggest thing since sliced unleavened bread. What’s wrong with a little publicity? It would have made believing in him so much easier! 
	I think there are two mistaken assumptions behind these questions. The first is the assumption that Jesus’ goal for his ministry was to make a splash, to attract attention, to gather crowds around him. We think that, because that’s what we would have done. It’s still the way we “launch” new churches. But Jesus was not starting a business. Instead, the gospels make it clear that Jesus’ primary purpose in his ministry was not to attract customers, but rather to train a few followers to represent him on earth after he was gone. Yes, he loved all people, and yes, he had compassion on the crowds, and would teach them if they came to him, but then he would dismiss them and retire into the hills to get back to work with a chosen few. His goal was not to attract many to his cause but to prepare a few for the next step. 
	The second misguided assumption behind our earlier questions is the notion that God ever intended to make faith easy. Why would we think that? When in scripture did God ever make things easy for his people. He often makes things possible, but never easy. Nothing about life is easy. Even those of us privileged to be born in relative comfort and wealth in the United States have to deal with sickness, heartache, loss, betrayal, and death in this world that God created. People often wonder about this. “Why couldn’t God have made a world without wasps?” (Or cancer, or whatever your current trial is.) Well? Why couldn’t God have this world in such a way that there was no pain or grief? This is a bigger question than we have time for today, but I brought it up, so let me step aside from the Transfiguration for a moment to offer a few things to think about. Did you ever see the animated movie Wall-E? It pictures a self-contained orbiting space station where humans have everything they need simply by telling a robot to bring it. Nobody works, because there is no need to work. No one has any goals or has to learn anything new, because there is no need to change anything. No one has to help anyone else, because nobody needs any help. The orbiting humans are completely comfortable, have roughly the size and land mobility of walruses, and are miserable. It is not until they return to earth and have to work and face difficulty that they rediscover the joy of creating things, of accomplishing goals, of improving themselves, of learning new things through their own study or experience, of caring for each other. 
	 I believe to my very core that God’s greatest joy – like the joy of any parent – is to see his children grow and learn and become strong, compassionate, loving people. Or to put it another way, to grow into the Image of God we were created to bear. And so God has placed us in a world that includes difficulties, because without difficulties there is no achievement or growth. God has placed us in a world that does not always make sense, because without those gaps, there will be no curiosity or learning. God has placed us in a world where some people hurt, so that we can learn compassion and how to take care of others. God has placed us in a world where we are not enough by ourselves, so that we can learn love. God does not intend for our lives to be easy; God intends for our lives to be joyful, the kind of joy that one finds on the other side of hardship. 
	And that takes us back to our questions: Why did Jesus wait so long before so dramatically revealing himself in the Transfiguration? And why only to those three? My suggestion today is that the Transfiguration was never meant to be a public demonstration; that it was only intended as a part of the disciples’ training. And the reason Jesus waited so long is that that was the first time that anyone was ready. He was training his followers, and training has to be done step by step. Jesus hushed up all the Messiah and “Son of God” talk in his early ministry, for the same reason that we don’t introduce Trigonometry to a fourth grader. He didn’t want to tell them he was the Messiah until he’d had a chance to teach them what a Messiah really was. In fact, he didn’t want to tell them at all. He wanted them to figure it out themselves. But when Peter did just that, back in chapter 8, then Jesus knew he could start giving him something more. Not everyone was ready, but to those who had reached that point, he gave a brief glimpse of glory, a reward and an incentive to keep going.
	This is how our Christian life works, too. God is with us along the way, willing us to keep moving and growing, but letting us make that choice ourselves. We can choose to get comfortable, to settle down with a thin layer of Christianity, enough to give us a bit of a spiritual glow, but not so much as to be inconvenient. Or we can choose to keep moving, facing new challenges, praying when we don’t feel like it, trusting God when things fall apart, serving others even when they aren’t grateful, reading the Bible even when it seems incoherent. (Yeah, the Bible is another one of those things that God never intended to be easy. And it isn’t, so well done, God.) But when we make that choice, when we choose to keep picking up our feet and moving ahead, there are rewards. To those who overcome, God gives glimpses of glory to tide them over, to strengthen their resolve, to sustain them on the road. 
	And that, I think, is what this oddly timed, strangely private, vision of Christ in his glory really was. It wasn’t publicity. It was an oasis along the road for Peter, James, and John. “Well done so far,” it said to them. “You’re making good progress. This is what is waiting for you. Keep moving.”
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