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Sermon:  Mark 9: 2-9 (Morning Star)
A friend of mine forwarded an article to me recently about the death of the theologian and RC priest, Richard John Neuhaus.  He died on January 9th of this year.  The article was written by David Brooks, a columnist for the NY Times and commentator on The NewsHour with Jim Lehrer.
About 20 years earlier, Brooks knew an Episcopal priest who was an admirer of Neuhaus.  When the priest became very ill, Brooks asked Neuhaus to write him a letter of comfort.  Which he did.

The letter began by saying that there were comforting things that both had learned to say under such circumstances, but there was no need for this between them.  Neuhaus went on to talk frankly about death.

He had an experience that changed his perspective on death dramatically.  An undiagnosed tumor ruptured his intestine, leading to a series of operations.  While recovering in a hospital room, something strange happened.  Neuhaus wrote:
 “What I was staring at was a color like blue and purple, and vaguely in the form of hanging drapery.  But the drapery were two ‘presences.’  I saw them and yet did not see them, and I cannot explain that . . .”

“And then the presences – one or both of them, I do not know – spoke.  This I heard clearly.  Not in an ordinary way, for I cannot remember anything about the voice.  But the message was beyond mistaking: ‘Everything is ready now.’”
Neuhaus did all he could to check his senses.  “I pinched myself hard, and ran through the multiplication tables, and recalled the birth dates of my seven brothers and sisters, and my wits were vibrantly with me.  The whole thing had lasted three or four minutes, maybe less.  I resolved at that moment that I would never, never let anything dissuade me from the reality of what had happened.  Knowing myself, I expected I would later be inclined to doubt it.  It was an experience as real, as powerfully confirmed by the senses, as anything I have every known.”
Our gospel lesson today is of the Transfiguration.  It is an event recorded in all three of the Synoptic gospels.  Of Jesus being transfigured, resplendent with divine brightness.  Now those who don’t believe in the miraculous have no problem in finding a theological basis for the Transfiguration.  A supportive encounter between Jesus and Moses, representing the Law, and Elijah, the Prophets.  The superiority of Jesus as evidenced by God saying, “This is my Son.”  Echoes of Moses’ reception of the Law from Yahweh.
My take is different.  I think the experience described in the Synoptic gospels was akin to that of Neuhaus.  Something outside the realm of our experience, but undeniably real.  It’s not hard for me to imagine Peter and James and John seeing, in the most literal sense, Jesus in his glory.
When we hear the word ‘glory’ we tend to think along the lines of the hymn “All glory, laud, and honor, to thee, Redeemer, King!”  Or, “Glory to God in the highest, and peace to his people on earth.”  Meaning praise, honor, or distinction.   Recognition of unparalleled merit or value.

But those who heard the word ‘glory’ in the days of the early church would have recognized another meaning.  The Greek word translated as ‘glory’ is ‘doxa.’  And the primary definition of ‘doxa’ is the condition of being bright or shining.  It is not difficult to think of the many times when this brightness is attributed to God or to Jesus or to the angels.  In Exodus, when the glory (or, in Hebrew, shekinah) of the Lord appeared in a cloud before Moses and the Israelites.  And also on Mt. Sinai and in the wilderness and in the tabernacle.

We see this too in Jesus’ post-Resurrection appearance before Paul.  Where there was a brilliant light – a blinding light -- from heaven, and Jesus said to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?”
I’d like to share another story.  This person’s experience was so forceful, almost so bizarre that he had to write it down.  Here is what he wrote:

In my 40 years as a trial lawyer, I’ve learned that when a jury searches for truth, its main interest is in the credibility of the witnesses.  I am about to relate a ghost story which I want you to believe.  Therefore I must convince you that I am a reliable observer by giving you my background.  I was on the governing boards of the Denver and Colorado Bar Associations.  I was VP of the Denver Bar Association and president of the Colorado Chapter of the Federal Bar Association.  I served two terms in the highest Colorado office appointed by the President and confirmed by the Senate.

Despite this, I became an alcoholic.  Indeed, I was so addicted that I abandoned, in actuality or spirit, my family, friends, practice, physical and financial well-being, in fact my obligations of all kinds.

Alcohol became the most important thing in my life.  Even when drinking was no longer fun and alcohol was no longer my friend, I had to keep drinking.  I knew I was going to die, but I couldn’t quit drinking . . . 

Finally, my organs all began shutting down and I was hospitalized with the expectation that I would die.  I was told that if, by chance, I should live, I would have to spend my life in a nursing home in a wheelchair . . . Besides that, my doctor said, my brain was full of holes from drinking; the damage was permanent and would keep me from practicing law.  It was a gloomy prospect, but not one that bothered me since I was going to die.  Then I found that I lacked the courage to die.  Life in a nursing home in a wheelchair seemed better than dying, but not if I had a continued compulsion to drink.  So, I did something I had never had the courage to do before in regard to my drinking:  I prayed.

. . . I told God that I could think of no reason why he would want to take over such a mess of a life and run it. But I asked him to do just that . . . Immediately, there was a bright light in the room, a light too bright to look at.  I felt my body changing in its glow.  In a few seconds it was gone.  I soon realized that my craving had been taken away.  I believe that the light was the Holy Spirit of God, sent to heal me.  With the healing came a peace that I had never known.  The healing begun seven years ago has continued to this day, and my craving for alcohol has never returned.

A month after the healing, I was in a rehabilitation hospital.  There my organs were surveyed by every machine available.  The director found a walnut-sized liver which he believed to be good enough to last me a few years if I didn’t abuse it.

Soon thereafter, the rehabilitation director came running down the hall yelling, ‘Jim, Jim, you have had a miracle.’  He explained that he had never seen such a thing, never read of it or even heard of it, but my liver was functioning normally.  I regained my ability to walk.  I have some residual of my neuropathy, but now carry on a normal life.
 

This was published 10 years ago, by a member of my former congregation.  His name is Jim Treece.  I give thanks for Jim and for his willingness to testify.  As he puts it, “ . . . to stand unflinchingly before my fellows and tell of God’s love for us.”
The Transfiguration is all about the glory of our Lord.  C.S. Lewis preached a sermon called, The Weight of Glory.
  In it Lewis speaks of Scripture’s promise, that “with an enormous wealth of imagery”, we shall have “glory.”  He tells first of his understanding of glory as “appreciation by God.”  Then he continues:
And this brings me to the other sense of glory – glory as brightness, splendour, luminosity.  We are to shine as the sun, we are to be given the Morning Star.  I think I begin to see what it means.  In one way, of course, God has given us the Morning Star already:  you can go and enjoy the gift on many fine mornings if you get up early enough.  What more, you may ask, do we want?  Ah, but we want so much more . . . We do not want merely to see beauty, though, God knows, even that is bounty enough.  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 . . .
. . . if we believe that God will one day give us the Morning Star and cause us to put on the splendour of the sun, then we may surmise that both the ancient myths and the modern poetry, so false as history, may be very near the truth as prophecy.  At present we are on the outside of the world, the wrong side of the door.  We discern the freshness and purity of morning, but they do not make us fresh and pure.  We cannot mingle with the splendours we see.  But all the leaves of the New Testament are rustling with the rumour that it will not always be so.  Some day, God willing, we shall get in.”

The image of the morning star is found in four places in Scripture.  In Job, when God asks him, “Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth . . . On what were its bases sunk, or who laid its cornerstone when the morning stars sang together and all the heavenly beings shouted for joy?”
  In Revelation, speaking to the church in Thyatira, Christ says, “ . . . only hold fast to what you have until I come.  To everyone who conquers and continues to do my works to the end, I will give authority over the nations . . . To the one who conquers I will also give the morning star.”

And in 2 Peter:  “For he received honor and glory from God the Father when that voice was conveyed to him by the Majestic Glory, saying, ‘This is my Son, my Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.’  We ourselves heard this voice come from heaven, while we were with him on the holy mountain.  So we have the prophetic message more fully confirmed.  You will do well to be attentive to this as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts.”

And what does this mean?  Listen to the closing portion of the Revelation to John:
 
“It is I, Jesus, who sent my angel to you with this testimony for the churches.  I am the root and the descendant of David, [I am] the bright morning star.”  Followed by that glorious invitation: “The Spirit and the bride say, ‘Come.’  And let everyone who hears say, ‘Come.’  And let everyone who is thirsty come.”  So let us come.  Let the Morning Star rise in our hearts.  Come.  Soon, the Table will ready.
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