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“Coming Down from a High”
Preaching Text: Mark 9:2-9 

“A fanatic is one who can’t change his mind and won’t change the subject”
(Sir Winston Churchill (1874 - 1965).

++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

We as a church join other churches around the nation and world as we begin our Lenten 

observance. For some churches, the Lenten question is: “what shall I give up for Lent?” Perhaps, 

this is not a bad question. We can say at least this much: it puts us in closer touch with our God 

and Creator. On this last Sunday of Epiphany in some measure read these lessons to anticipate 

and receive God’s revelation that escorts us through the Lenten journey. During Lent we prepare 

ourselves as a church and as individuals for the suffering, death, and eventual resurrection of 

Jesus Christ.

 How does one prepare for something like Lent? Perhaps the disciples can give us a 

plan. Mark writes that the disciples have been with Jesus some time now. Prior to the ascent of 

the Mountain of Transfiguration, two events occur which were important to the context of our 

Transfiguration story. First, Peter in answer to Jesus’ question about Christ’s identity replied: 

“You are the Messiah” (Mark 8:29).  

 Second, Jesus then tells them what it really means to be “messiah.” The messiah will 

suffer, be rejected by the religious authorities, and will be killed. The final word Jesus gives is 

of hope: “after three days [I] will rise again.” This hope seems lost on Peter, who immediately 

rebukes Jesus. But Jesus tells Peter that he is setting his mind on human things and not divine 

things.  

 Is this any way to set a mood for the revelation of Christ’s glory in transfiguration? With 

a nod to Valentine’s Day it might be comparable to a person proposing marriage by saying: “Will 
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you marry me, but before you answer, remember that I’m only human and I may betray your 

expectations and will die before you. Not only this but, I don’t know if I will be a good parent 

and my job prospects are tenuous at best and . . . .” This is hardly a mood setter. The disciples 

must have seriously questioned why Jesus was so gloomy about the prospects of being the 

Messiah that God had promised Israel. Well I will let you decide. Hear the day’s lesson from 

Mark 9:2-9:
2 Six 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, 3 and his clothes became dazzling white, such as no 
one on earth could bleach them. 4 And there appeared to them Elijah with Moses, who were talking with 
Jesus. 5 Then 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.” 6 He did not know what to say, for they were terrified. 7 Then a cloud 
overshadowed them, and from the cloud there came a voice, “This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!” 8 
Suddenly when they looked around, they saw no one with them anymore, but only Jesus.

9 As 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 (Mark 9:2-9).

 What about the so called “Messianic secret?” Some biblical scholars/teachers believe 

that Jesus uses “reverse psychology” when “he ordered them to tell no one about what they had 

seen.” This thinking suggests that Jesus encourages those who have seen his marvelous works 

and heard his powerful teachings to broadcast the amazing events of Jesus’ life even more 

widely. I advocate that a better way to understand what Mark implied by using the “Messianic 

secret” is to tell readers that the disciples were not yet ready. The disciples were not ready to 

understand who Jesus was. They were not ready to understand why Jesus had come. Perhaps, 

later, they would understand, but not until after Jesus’ resurrection. Thus, for disciples to 

proclaim Jesus’ messiahship, at this point in Mark, is similar to Yahweh speaking to Job out of 

the whirlwind:
Who is this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge?  

Gird up your loins like a man,
I will question you, and you shall declare to me (Job 38:1-3).

 The point in both Job and with respect to the disciples was neither knew the ways of God 
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nor what was happening on the bigger cosmic stage. The view from the mountain Jesus intended 

to offer the disciples a better perspective. Prior to the mountain revelation of Jesus the disciples 

had no doubt been baffled and not a little afraid of what was to await both Jesus and themselves. 

But all people need perspective—even disciples—perhaps most especially disciples!   

 By perspective, I simply mean gaining an insight into sorting out what is central 

from those things that seem central. John Dewey in A Common Faith defined the religious 

as “whatever introduces genuine perspective . . . into the piecemeal and shifting episodes of 

existence.” It is this perspective that best suits the life of prayer. Prayer is not simply needed at 

times when we know things are out of our control, as for example in the hospital’s emergency 

room. Prayer helps us keep the perspective that, for disciples of Jesus, the life God gives us is 

always out of our control.  

 This is the rub for us who profess faith in the God of Jesus: “we are not our own, we have 

been bought with a price” (1 Corinthians 6:20; 7:23). The Mount of Transfiguration was pure experience 

for the disciples. It was not a task by which their faith was to be measured by their response. 

Rather, it was an experience that showed them in a mysterious way that who Jesus claimed to be 

was in fact who Jesus was.

 I have been thinking this week: where are places where we go to gain perspective? For 

some of us it is the Moore’s Memorial Gardens or Rose Hill Cemetery where our struggles with 

life remind us to see our problems from eternity’s perspective.  Our time is precious. We use this 

time to work out our faith life with fear and trembling. Our former Bishop Wilson once helped 

put perspective on being an American Christian. He told about one of his colleague Bishops who 

had had his house and all his possessions burned out in Africa—because he was a Christian. 

Bishop Wilson said that as his small group of Bishops gathered for prayer and sharing time 

during the Council of Bishop’s meeting that year, several Bishops were talking about this or 

that situation in their Episcopal areas that were giving them anxiety and discomfort. An African 
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Bishop asked: “Did anyone die? Was anyone murdered because of their faith?” Bishop Wilson 

said that for the rest of the week, the seven Bishops in his group had surprisingly fewer problems 

to discuss.

 But there are other places, perhaps not as grim as a cemetery or a group of Bishops, by 

which we gain perspective on our lives and our world: a crowded playground or park, watching 

parents bring their energetic children to day care, or attending a high school graduation knowing 

the hope and anticipation of a new class of graduates whom we will soon release into a world 

which awaits their contributions.  Perhaps, worship in this sanctuary is a place where we gain 

perspective on our lives?

 We all have these places in our own lives and I invite you to think about those moments 

in your own life where you finally came to terms that you were not ultimately in charge of your 

own destiny. This is a difficult thing for us autonomous Americans to consider. We have always 

been taught—and truly believe—that with enough hard work we can do anything we want. This 

may not be so after all. We all need a realistic perspective, not only about our potential, but also 

our human limitations.

 Dean Rusk (US Secretary of State—1961 to 1969—under presidents Kennedy and Johnson) once said, brilliantly 

summing up our common human dilemma, “There will always be problems in a world in which 

at all times two-third of its people are awake.”

 In our lives there is always a tension between who we are and what we do. This is true 

for Peter when he was on the mountain with Jesus, as he blurts out, “Rabbi, it is good for us to be 

here; let us make three dwellings, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.” Mark writes: 

“He did not know what to say, for they were terrified.”

Perhaps, a good exercise for our Lenten journey would be to simply think about what it 

would be to just be. Not do anything; just exist for a while as a child of God. There are few gifts 

as important as this one. May we end with a prayer to move us toward Ash Wednesday and a 
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sense of spiritual discipline as we prepare to go with Jesus toward the cross.
Holy God,
    upon the mountain you revealed our Messiah, 
    who by his death and resurrection
    would fulfill both the law and the prophets.
By this transfiguration enlighten our path
    that we may dare to suffer with him in the service of humanity
    and so share in the everlasting glory of him
    who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,
    One God, forever. Amen (Larry Hull Stookey: Transfiguration Prayer: #259 in UM Hymnal).

David Neil Mosser, FUMC of Arlington, TX 76011


