
LAKEWOOD PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 
Rev. Terence A. Lucarelli 

March 22, 2009 
 

JESUS ... HIS STORY, OUR STORY 
HIGH ON THE TOP ... CHAOS AT THE BOTTOM 

Mark 9:2-13 
 

 
 The season of Lent is a time of reflection and introspection … a time to think 
about relationship … with Christ and with his Church.  And so our focus through the 
season is: JESUS … HIS STORY, OUR STORY.  The question we’ve been addressing over 
these 40 days in Lent is this: How does JESUS’ story define, shape, impact OUR story?  
We ALL have a story to discover and share.   
 So what’s YOUR story?   
 In the light of JESUS’ story, how do you see YOUR life?  

 
 Before I begin, let me add one more text to the gospel text of Transfiguration, 2 
Corinthians 3:18, written by Paul about 15 years before Mark: 

 “And all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though 
reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of 
glory to another; for this comes from the Lord, the Spirit.” 

 
 This event we call the Transfiguration is placed at the hinge of Mark’s gospel: At 
the close of his Galilean ministry, and as his journey to Jerusalem and to death is about to 
begin … very appropriate for our series as we draw nearer to Holy Week.  

 This extraordinary spiritual happening is reported by all three of the synoptic gospel 
writers … Matthew, Mark and Luke.  As I thought about it, I decided that there were three 
phases to the happening (ministers tend to think in threes).  These phases are sort of like the 
phases of a solar eclipse.   
 The First Phase I call: “RADIANCE AND LIGHT.”  (See Footnote) 

 Mark’s text sets the event in HISTORICAL SEQUENCE: “Six days later.”  In the 
previous chapter, Jesus had been with his disciples and a crowd of people (feeding 4000 
according to Mark, with just seven loaves of bread and a few small fish).  It was there that he 
makes this dramatic statement to those gathered:  

 “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up 
their cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those 
who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.” (Mark 8:34-
35) 

 The text also reports WHO experienced it: “Jesus took Peter, James and John 
with him.”  These three were with him at several critical moments in his ministry: The raising 
of Jairus’ daughter and in the Garden of Gethsemane ... to name just a couple.  There must 
have been some reason Jesus trusted himself to them … but that’s another sermon. 
 WHERE did this happen?  Jesus “led them up a high mountain apart, by 
themselves” and to pray.  Jesus deliberately planned times of solitude and prayer.  That was 
the theme of my first sermon in this series “Wilderness Adventure.”  Jesus knew these times 
“apart” were an essential component of the rhythm of his life.  He could have spent all of his 



time doing good, teaching and healing … people with need seem to never run out.  But he 
knew HE needed time apart with God. 
 You and I agree that WE need those times “apart.”  But all too often it’s only “lip service” 
that we give the notion.  After all, good only comes by action, words, deeds, right?  Come on 
now, what good can come from prayer, solitude, the doing of nothing? 
 But Thomas Merton, the hermit, the poet, the activist said it well: “We trust too much in 
words, not enough in silence.”  Too much in action, not enough in prayer. 

 While Jesus and the three were on the mountain something happened, 
something they would not have anticipated, and something that never happened 
again. 
 Jesus was transfigured, changed.  “...and his clothes became dazzling white, such as no 
one on earth could bleach them.”  Matthew’s gospel adds, “…his face shone like the sun.” 
(Matthew 17:2) 

 In the Old Testament, encounters with the Divine were often accompanied by light: 
The Divine glory over the tabernacle; the light which shone on Moses’ face after his encounter 
with God on Mt. Sinai. 
 This experience of light and lightness, a kind of “spiritual presence” Peter, James and 
John witnessed in Jesus, and reported in or around those who have decisive experiences of 
the sacred throughout the history of the church, Rudolf Otto calls, “numinous presence.”  He 
describes it as a sense of “otherness” in these experiences that evokes awe, amazement, or 
astonishment.  Otto goes on to say, “The “eyes of our eyes” are opened, and we see God 
and God’s world in a new way.”  Quakers call it “the inner light.” 

    
 Thomas Merton, previously mentioned, had this kind of experience one day on a city 
street in Louisville, Kentucky.  This is how he described it: 

 In Louisville, at the corner of Fourth and Walnut, in the center of the 
shopping district, I was suddenly overwhelmed with the realization that I loved 
all those people, that they were mine and I theirs, that we could not be alien to 
one another even though we were total strangers. I have the immense joy of 
being a [human person], a member of a race in which God Himself became 
incarnate. As if the sorrows and stupidities of the human condition could 
overwhelm me, now I realize what we all are together. And if only everybody 
could realize this! But it cannot be explained. There is no way of telling people that 
they are all walking around shining like the sun. (Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander 
(New York: Image Books, 1968), pp. 156-7.) 

 Sometimes the Divine Spirit opens our eyes to the holiness of ALL things.  To use 
the words of e.e. cummings: “Now the ears of my ears awake … and now the eyes of my eyes are 
opened.” (“I thank you God for most this amazing” in 100 Selected Poems (New York: Grove 
Press, 1959), p. 114.) 

 
 The Second Phase of the experience could be called “THE DIVINE SUMMIT 
MEETING.” 
 There on that mountain top is Jesus … transfigured … clothes dazzling white … and 
suddenly Moses and Elijah appear on the scene.  Jesus then enters into a conversation with 
them.  Wouldn’t you like to have been able to eavesdrop on that conversation? 
 But first you might have had to overcome the terror of such a moment.  That’s what 
the disciples felt first: TERROR.  What the poet William Butler Yeats called the “terrible beauty.”  
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“The beauty that shakes everything.”  Peter, the ultimate extrovert, never at a loss for words, 
babbles 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 comments on Peter’s babbling: “For he did not know what to say.”  That’s Peter … 
the guy didn’t know what to say, but he said it anyway ... Babble! 

    
 Folks … God’s presence is an elusive presence.  If it comes, it comes by grace, not by 
any human conjuring.  And IF it comes, it comes and goes.  It doesn’t stay.  Sure, we’d like it to.  
We’d build a permanent place where the Presence is: tents, temples, sanctuaries.  But 
unfortunately, these kinds of “dwellings” can only remember Presence: they cannot promise it. 

 What Peter should have said was, “Rabbi, we will follow you anywhere.”  And what Jesus 
would have said … what he DID say one day, was: “I will be with you always.” 

 
 Then came the Third Phase of the experience.  Let’s call it “THE CLOUD AND THE 
VOICE.” 
 There had been a shining like the sun; now a cloud enveloped them.  That’s the way it 
can happen on the top of a mountain, one minute the shining sun, the next minute wrapped 
in a cloud. 
 And as the cloud enveloped them, sight now gone, the Divine Encounter moved 
to a Voice … to sound … from EYE to EAR. 
 A VOICE spoke from the cloud and said the same words Jesus had heard at his 
baptism, but now the disciples also hear: “This is my son, the beloved...”  Or to use the Hebrew 
expression: “This is my one and only son.”  God revealed to the disciples through their ears who 
Jesus is; and then God declared: “Listen to him!”  In the Hebrew: “Hear and obey him.” 

   The living Christ stands outside the door of the church at Laodicea in Revelation, 
outside THAT church and EVERY church, and says: “Listen!  I am standing at the door, 
knocking; if you hear my voice and open the door, I will come in to you and eat with 
you, and you with me.” (Revelation 3:20) 

 As your pastor, above all, it is HIS voice I want you to HEAR – above every voice … 
above, beneath, beyond, in spite of, my own voice!   
 This is MY calling … it is KATIE’S calling … to help you HEAR his voice and open 
the door of the church to him.   

 And such is OUR calling: To be such a place that when people come through our 
doors, it is HIS voice they hear. 

 “This is my beloved,” God says, “Listen to him … listen for him.  Hear and obey 
him.”  And maybe … just maybe … by God’s GRACE, “the EARS of our EARS will 
AWAKE.”  That’s the Vision! 

 
 High On Top the Mountain, God’s people are given a vision … not only of a 
transfigured CHRIST, but also of a transfigured WORLD.  I’m talking about God’s dream 
for a world rinsed clean, forgiven, reconciled, restored … God’s dream for the world in 
the midst of an old creation that has been soiled and wrecked by war, consumed by 
greed, and driven by hate.   

 But, eventually, all of us, just like Jesus’ closest friends and disciples, must come 
back down off that mountain to eat and sleep and live out our lives together amidst all 

Page 3 



the Chaos at the Bottom.  And the “good news” about all of this … the GOOD NEWS … is 
that Jesus comes down the mountain with us!  Jesus doesn’t choose to stay up there in that 
heavenly moment with Moses and Elijah.  He comes down the mountain with us!  And in doing 
this, demonstrates in his own matchless way that God doesn’t just stay up on the mountain 
tops either, far removed from us so high and lifted up.  God wants to live WITH and FOR us in 
the every day of our lives as we live and study and play … and especially as we work together, 
divine and human hands joined, to transform the world, to transform society, to make it more the 
way God dreams of it being. 

 
 But that’s not all … the dream of a new creation in the midst of the old.  The dream is 
that WE can become, in some gracious measure, “NEW CREATURES” … part of God’s new creation. 

 Paul voiced this hope.  Was he crazy?  Here again are his words: 
 “And all of us, (ALL of us, not some of us) with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord 
as though reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image (transfigured into his 
likeness) from one degree of glory to another; for this comes from the Lord, the Spirit.”  

 HIS LIKENESS … WHAT IS THIS?  IT’S:  
 His kindness,  
 His honesty and truth,  
 His love of the outcast and the sinner (even our sin),  
 His willingness to suffer for righteousness’ sake,  
 His choice to die at the hands of violence rather than become a hand of violence,  
 His befriending of us and our kind with all our warts,  
 His passion for justice,  
 His love of children,  
 His deep compassion,  
 His absolute refusal to judge,  
 His complete understanding and just as complete acceptance.   
 And his reminder of the simplicity at the heart of all religion: That we were made BY love 

FOR love. 

 Changed, “from one degree of glory to another.”  Change, sometimes as 
momentary as the light and the cloud at the Transfiguration, but change enough to 
keep us moving toward what God has dreamed for us. 

 Is this possible?  Not on our own.  “For this comes from the Lord who is the 
Spirit,” says Paul. 
 So … come, Spirit, come into OUR LIVES and COME into the LIFE OF THIS WORLD. 

 
 To conclude, I share a story written by Max Beerbohm, the famous British cartoonist 
and writer … a story called “The Happy Hypocrite,” a parable: 
 Its main character was a very wealthy, but thoroughly unscrupulous nobleman named 
appropriately Lord George Hell.  His life was consumed by one vice after another, probably the 
result of a birth deformity that caused the features of his face to be distorted and extremely 
ugly … living with that could tarnish anyone’s life.  Without doubt, Lord George Hell was one of 
the unhappiest people in the kingdom.  
 One day a man approaches him with an offer.  He can make a mask for him, in the 
likeness of a saint that will be so life-like that no one will know it’s a mask.  However, there’s a 
catch.  The cost of the mask is one half of his fortune.  Lord George is so unhappy anyway that 
he agrees to the offer.   
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 The mask is requisitioned and then delivered.  Lord George can hardly wait to put on 
the mask and start his new life.   
 And so the masquerade begins … putting on the mask of a saint, to hide his sinner’s 
face.  He positions it and when he looks in the mirror he can’t believe his eyes, he is now 
handsome.   
 The only problem with the mask is that everybody in the kingdom knows it’s just a 
mask.  This makes him even more unhappy than he was before, and so he decides to move far 
away where nobody knows him – a place where he can be handsome and live out his life in 
peace. 
 Well, like every good fairy tale, a beautiful maiden arrives on the scene.  They meet; fall 
in love and talk of marriage and happiness for the rest of their lives.  But Lord George Hell 
begins to feel guilty; it wouldn’t be fair for his love to find out about the mask after they were 
married.  And so he decides to be honest with her.   
 “My darling, you have made me so very happy, happier than I’ve ever been in my life, 
but I’m afraid I must tell you something that may influence your decision to marry me.  This 
face that you see is only a mask.  Under it I am very ugly.”  And he reaches up to his face to 
remove the mask. 
 She chuckles a bit and says, “Don’t be silly, you’re just making this up, right?” 
 Lord George then pulls off the mask. 
 His bride-to-be laughs and says, “See, I told you, you were making it up.” 
 He runs to find a mirror, and as he looks at his face, Lord George realizes what has 
happened: His face had grown into the likeness of the MASK.  For behind the MASK of a saint was 
now the FACE of a saint he had become by wearing the mask 

 
 Beerbohm’s tale is a whimsical one.  But folks, that is OUR hope, that we who 
follow Christ and put him on, are being changed “from one degree of glory to another; 
for this comes from the Lord who is the Spirit.” 
 Our reaction may be that this can’t happen to ME.  But think of this last two-
thousand years of history, and all of those whose lives have been changed as they have 
followed Jesus.  Think of those people in your own life who have been Christ to you 
because they had heard his voice and opened their lives to him. 
 Yes whimsical … But HIS story CAN become OUR story. 

Amen and Amen. 

 
 
 
Footnote: These three phrases are from Samuel Terrien, The Elusive Presence (New York: 

Harper & Row, 1978), pp. 422-8. 


