At lunch I often scroll endlessly through various social media to catch up with the going's on of people far away.  If they had never left - or if I had never left - I wouldn't need to do this.  They would be here - we could meet for Iced tea or walk on the beach.  But they left - or I left - and I miss them - so I become a virtual voyeur of their life.

Sometimes I cry because the cancer is back, a funeral was held, the prodigal son disappeared again - or they stopped going to church.  Sometimes I do my happy dance - a baby got born, the treatment worked, the prodigal daughter came home, they found a new church to attend.  And then there are the people I scroll quickly past because they are always on a cruise ship in the Mediterranean or climbing Mt Everest or being awarded Citizen of the Year or finally getting the kitchen remodeled - after all, the last remodel was almost five years ago.

The people I follow - I suppose what I am looking for - what I hope to find - is something in their life that helps make sense of my life.  We are all in this together - and even though we often treat life like it's a competitive sport - the only one we are really competing against is satan.

I had a moment a few weeks ago when everything made sense - I had just wrapped my arms and brain around life, the universe and everything - when I woke up.  In that instant between dream and consciousness - I went from being absurdly brilliant to barely remembering what I had for dinner the night before.  I long to remember what I forgot.

Epiphany and Transfiguration are similar, yet different.  In The Epiphany God points out something we couldn't possibly have known unless He pointed it out.  In the Transfiguration God reveals something that was right in front of us the whole time and we should have seen it.  

The disciples had spent their entire life going to church where they were told "someday the Messiah will come and save them."  The same words had been spoken by the rabbis and priests for thousands of years - and the Messiah had not shown up.  Do you think they believed He would show up during their life?  Do you think Jesus will come back soon?

Every time Hebrews 11:1 is in our readings, I cringe.  It says, ""Faith is the reality of what is hoped for, the proof of what is not seen."  Doesn't that sound like the church is selling vaporware - trying to get people hooked on something that doesn't exist but they really, really want and need. The Greek word for "reality" is better translated as "substance."  What Hebrews 11 is trying to say is - heaven - salvation - God - all those things we cannot touch or know or feel but desperately want and know that we need - actually exist.  Faith allows us to do more than cross our fingers and wish on a falling star.  Faith connect us to the spiritual reality of everything God has promised even if we struggle with it.

Think of it this way.  You get a note from the bank that says, "money has been deposited into your account."  But how do you know it is actually there?  If you login - it says "you have this much in your account" but you won't really know until you need it - and swipe your debit card, write a check or try to withdraw money at an ATM.  Until that moment you have to have faith that it's there.      

The disciples had seen amazing things.  Jesus walked on water, fed the 5,000, restored sight to the blind, raised the dead, cast out demons.  By anyone's standards - Jesus was the best of the best of the best when it came to church stuff.  Peter even awkwardly blurted out, "you are the Christ, the Son of the living God" - when Jesus asked who they thought He was.  But was He?  

I ask this question because it's important.  What will it take for you to believe Jesus is your Savior?  What does God have to do to convince you?  If "Faith is the reality of things hoped for" - what are you hoping for - and are you experiencing a Faith Connection in your life that leads you to know that Jesus is who the church says He is and heaven is really there waiting for you? 
With everything going on in the world and in our nation right now - I'll be honest - I thought about passing over today's Gospel lesson.  Wars, droughts, floods, wildfires, cancer, political games, mental illness.  Instead of lessons that help me understand these terrible things - or that would help me do something about them - we get St. Peter standing on top of a mountain saying, "it's good, Lord, to be here - let's build some tents, order some takeout and take selfies with Moses and Elijah!"  

I don't see any life application - no "when I get home and apply this it will solve all the world's problems!"  Instead - the Gospel is like those people I pass over on Social Media because they are always on a cruise ship or climbing mountains or getting awards.  To be honest I'm a little jealous.  I've never met Moses or Elijah - Jesus didn't choose me to go up the mountain.  And God has never spoken to me from the clouds.  So why should I make such a big deal out of Transfiguration Sunday?

The last words in the lesson got me thinking.  Luke wrote, "They kept silent, and in those days told no one what they had seen."  Matthew's Gospel put it this way, "As they were coming down from the mountain, Jesus commanded them, 'Don’t tell anyone about the vision until the Son of Man is raised from the dead.' ”  I can see why Peter, James and John were torn between bragging to the other nine about their holy adventure - and why they might want to keep it to themselves.

Besides the jealousy thing - it's also likely the others wouldn't believe them.  Jesus glowing brighter than the sun - Moses and Elijah showing up - God talking.  Have you ever experienced something you know no one will believe?  It's so indescribable and just plain crazy even you are struggling to believe it.  In world of Deep Fakes - how do you prove it?

It's hard to celebrate other's victories and achievements if your own life isn't going so great.  It's not that we don't want to celebrate with them - but sometimes it just points out our own failures more than we like.  I always wondered what the other nine thought about Jesus taking Peter, James and John off on these side trips.  Were they jealous - or while the Cat was away did the mice play?  

I've come to understand after all these years in ministry - each person has to find their own way to the church.  Jesus finds you - but you have to find your way to church.  And because all of us are unique and unreproducible - it is hard to find the perfect church.  

When the books of the New Testament were written - there was no "Second Roman Christian Church" or "St. Paul's Christian Church of Antioch."  There was one Church in Rome and one Church in Antioch.  Today there are churches every few blocks - which allows some to say, "I love the preaching but the music is terrible" or "the music is amazing but that preacher goes way too long" or "8:15 and 10:45 don't work for me - can you create a personal service for me at 9:38 and it can't last more than 26 minutes." If one particular church doesn't work for them - there are plenty more to try - kind of like a spiritual Goldilocks.  

All of us want and expect something different.  Our life experiences, culture, socio-economic status, job, family - each of those creates a hole in our life we need filled - so, some come to church for counseling, others so they aren't alone, some need guidance, a few are looking for friends - and hopefully most of us are trying to find out who we are and what our purpose is and what happens next.

In the Baptist church we would show up in our Sunday best - the choir was singing when we walked in.  The pastor made a few announcements - we'd sing a hymn - the pastor would preach for 45+ minutes - the choir would sing again - someone would give a testimony - an offering was taken - then an altar call with "every eye closed and every head bowed" - another hymn would get sung and we'd go home until that night when we would do it all over again.  Oh, and the pastor wore a suit and the choir wore robes.

When I came to the Lutheran church - and the pastor wore a robe and the choir wore suits and dresses - and there was this liturgy thing and lighting candles and standing and sitting and kneeling and lots of page flipping in the hymnal - it was a shock.  What was worse was - everyone else knew what to do.  It was like they had this intimate relationship with God - they were all part of the inside group like Peter, James and John - and then there was me.

There is nothing better than being in the "IN" group.  There is nothing worse than being outside looking in.  Did you know the word Narthex is from the Greek word for "Giant Fennel" as in the plant or "Casket" - as in a funeral.  In the early church the Narthex was where unrepentant sinners or those who hadn't been baptized yet were allowed to stand during worship - especially if there was communion.  They could see the service and listen to the sermon - but they were not part of the worshiping community.  They were the almost but not quite yet.

Today the narthex - or lobby as some call it - is the space between the world and the church.  It is a place of welcome for those who are new - and a place where those of us who are not new can take a deep breath - step out of the world - and into the sanctuary of God.  In the narthex we are still whoever we are in the world - besieged by all the problems, politics, pain and suffering.  When we walk through the sanctuary doors - we become simply and most beautifully those who have enough faith to believe God has something to say to us and that He will say something to us - something that can change our lives and maybe even our world - even if we aren't in the "in" group or on a mountaintop.

We make Transfiguration all about three guys who got to have a special outing with Jesus - see Him glow, hear God speak and hang out with Elijah and Moses.  There is no doubt they got a moment of holiness no one else did.  But before we start to feel sorry for ourselves - or cry that it's unfair Peter, James and John got special treatment - because let's face it, the most awe and wonder we experienced this week was finding Ben and Jerry's Cherry Garcia ice cream on sale at Target and getting a parking spot at Ko Olina when we went to see the sunset.  We need to put this verse in context.  Transfiguration is important - it helps put a few puzzle pieces in place after the resurrection.  But more important than the mountaintop experience are the verses that follow in Luke's Gospel.

Peter, James and John left the glowing clouds, God's voice and Moses and Elijah - and went down the mountain.  I bet they slept well that night.  When they woke up the next morning there was a dad standing there crying out, “Teacher, I beg You to look at my son, because he’s my only child. Often a spirit seizes him; suddenly he shrieks, and it throws him into convulsions until he foams at the mouth; wounding him, it hardly ever leaves him.”  

Mountain top experiences are great - but we always have to come back down the mountain.  And when we do, sin and pain and death and disease are the great equalizers.

The man tells Jesus, "I asked your disciples to heal him - but they couldn't."  And Jesus responds - not to the man, but to the disciples, "You faithless and perverse generation.”  Harsh words - but necessary.  He had given His disciples the power to heal this boy and they failed. Could it be they failed because they were more interested in mountaintop experiences - or being a little jealous - or being self-important - instead of caring for the lost and hurting and lonely and forgotten.
 
This is what Transfiguration Sunday is really all about for me.  Jesus - fresh off the mountain - when that dad showed up because his son was out of control and begged for help - Jesus didn't sit down and show him pictures of Moses and Elijah - or replay the video of the cloud saying, "this is my Son - listen to Him" or talk about how glowy He got.  Instead, He tells the father to go get his son.  The son starts convulsing and foaming at the mouth and thrashing as he gets near Jesus.  Jesus doesn't flinch.  He also doesn't demand an offering, ask how often the family goes to church or if the son deserved this affliction because he listens to rock and roll.  He rebukes the unclean spirit, heals the boy and gives him back to his father.  That's a far more beautiful and meaningful mountaintop experience than Peter, James and John got.

Mountaintop experiences are great - but I am far more into God loving and healing His people no matter where they are.

Remember what John the Baptizer was tasked with: "raise up valleys, tear down mountains, smooth out the crooked roads."  This story today isn’t about the unreachable holiness of God that only a few get to experience.  Instead, it's about The Transfiguration of Holiness into something everyone can experience no matter where they are or what is happening in their life.  God creates a level place for all of us to stand.

Throughout His ministry - but especially on the cross - God made it so we do not need to climb to glory (sorry 10th Mountain).  Our faith - our eternity isn't dependent on seeing Jesus glow or meeting Moses and Elijah or hearing God speak from a cloud.  God's holiness came to dwell with us - in the valleys and plains of our existence.  It isn't about where we are or what's happening around us - God is with us in all of it.

C.S. Lewis said, "We do not want to merely 'see' beauty...we want something else which can hardly be put into words - to be united with the beauty we see, to pass into it, to receive it into ourselves, to bathe in it, to become part of it” - and so may it be as Jesus in all His holiness wraps Himself around us - in the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
