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SERMON                                            HIGHLAND                                              2-19-12.

                                                         ‘GOING PLACES.’

                                                                                                                        Luke 9:27-36.

My friends one of the most troubling aspects of life today is that all too often we seem to want to be somewhere else. Believe it or not I have had conversations with people I have met on vacation who say that they wished they were back home or worse still back at work!

And yes, of course, it is very common for us to hear people say while working that they wish they were on vacation. Or while suffering through the cold northern winter saying that they wish they were in Florida with all you lucky people.
I vividly remember while I was still a schoolboy eagerly awaiting the summer break, which lasted about 8 weeks but usually I found myself so bored towards the end of that time, having done all the fun things 3 or 4 times, wanting to get back to school!

Well sometimes if we end up getting our wish, and find ourselves in that other place, we run the risk of missing something important, maybe life-changing.

When Peter, James and John climbed up the mountain to pray they were so disillusioned with where they had arrived, they got there with such low expectations and they went to sleep.

Well today’s story from Luke is the story about the unexpected gifts that God gives to us.

This ‘transfiguration’ narrative, perhaps on Mount Tabor, proved so powerful for the early church that Matthew, Mark and Luke each record the story for here is a great gift that God gives to Peter and to us by extension.
It is a story that clearly shows that God can take us places where we could never get to on our own.

Peter was without doubt a disciple who desperately needed the gift of God to be taken to a different place.
This was not only because of where he had been but also because of where he was going.

Prior to this story of transfiguration, Luke notes how Peter was asked by Jesus: ‘Who do you say that I am?’ and Peter’s response was ‘The messiah of God!’ (9:18-20).

But my friends Peter’s statement, great and insightful as it was and is needs to be contrasted with another later and painful story about Peter.

Peter professed absolute allegiance to Jesus, but Jesus has predicted Peter would deny him not once, but three times, which he did. As this leader of the disciples was denying Jesus for the third time, ‘at that moment, while he was still speaking the cock crowed.’ And Peter suddenly was confronted by the truth of Jesus’ prediction and he went out and wept bitterly.
My friends between his remarkable confession about Jesus being the Messiah and his threefold denial, Peter needed a vision of God bigger than the one he had.
In fact, bigger than Peter was, and the truth is we all do!

Each time we witness or hear about the human capacity for brutality and violence we need a vision bigger than ourselves to help keep us going, to keep us in faith, I know I do!

When we hear about the heartless abuse of adults against children, we need a bigger vision.
When we see the terrible images from Africa of thousands dying of starvation, we need a bigger vision.
When friends or family members are contemplating divorce and ending their marriage, we need a bigger vision.

When we are failing to be the people that God created us to be, we need a bigger vision.

When we find ourselves in times of despair, we need a bigger vision, a vision from God.
Mountains are great symbols for such visions and I think they are so for two primary reasons.

Firstly, mountains can be seen from a great distance and traveling one is able to focus on such a visible landmark to steer a course.

In his famous speech Dr. King said that he had been to the mountaintop and from that vantage point he could see the other side, he needed to journey to the top of the mountain to experience that view.

Secondly, from the top of a mountain, many objects which seemed difficult to master look to be trivial, but of course we cannot forget that sometimes things which appear trivial are, but often they are not.
For Peter and for us, mountaintop experiences help us to keep our faith journey in perspective. Sometimes our lives will be on target but often we will miss the mark.

Recently I read a story about a father and son and about how their relationship was given a solid foundation by a mountain experience. The story related that among their many good times together there was this one particular time that stood out above all the rest. They had hiked together to the top of a beautiful mountain and standing there they had marveled together at the beautiful vista that spread out before them.

Later they discovered that whenever they had a disagreement, one would say: ‘Remember the mountain.’
No matter what threatened the serenity of their relationship they simply had to remember the mountain and the process of healing and reconciliation would begin.

My friends God has the ability to take us places we could never reach by ourselves. God also brings us back to where most of life is lived, in the hills and valleys in the shadows below the majestic splendor of the mountains.

As John Hamilton has wisely said:
 ‘While we may chase here and there after extraordinary mystical experiences God frequents places worn and dingy from constant use.’

The cross and the communion elements are also constant reminders that the Christ of Mount Tabor is the Christ of Mount Calvary. When we see the communion elements, we are reminded that God will go to any and all lengths to bring us to the place he wants us to be. And that place is found within a right relationship with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.

AND TO GOD BE THE GLORY.                                                               AMEN. 
