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           Matthew 17:1-9


I grew up with a very strong belief that anything was possible for me.  I think kids tend to hold this belief naturally, but in my family it was certainly reinforced by parents who thought all of their children were exceptionally brilliant and talented.  This view was reinforced by endlessly re-playing the “Free to Be You and Me” soundtrack that reminded me, “Mommies can be almost anything they want to be!”  I remember being astonished when, at the age of eight or nine, I realized that I was never going to be a ballerina because a slight hip displacement makes it impossible for me to stand in fifth position.  I don’t think I really wanted to be a ballerina, but that memory has stayed with me because it’s the first time I can recall being told that some future possibility was closed to me.


The belief that I can do anything and be anything was by and large beneficial to me in my life.  It certainly has helped me to take on challenges, to “aim high”.  But it hasn’t done a lot to prepare me for situations that involve limiting my options.  For example, when Dan and I decided to get married, I was completely certain that we had made the right decision.  And yet, after we got engaged, and as our wedding approached, I found myself thinking about all the people I would never get married to---not just past boyfriends, but also random people on the street.  I would stand on the subway and look around me and think, “I’m never going to marry him, or him, or him.”  I found myself getting truly depressed over this.


But then one day, a thought occurred to me.  Marriage wasn’t just a matter of closing down options.  It also opened up options—things like having a family, growing old together, becoming more and more deeply connected with another human being.  I thought about the cliché, “God never closes a door without opening a window,” and suddenly realized that this was true in my life.  I had to eliminate some possibilities, allow some options to close, in order to live into a life that has a myriad of other possibilities.


Sometimes I imagine it this way—we tend to move from one room of life to another by squeezing through the keyhole.  Changes, transitions, often involve a kind of narrowing down, a constriction of options or possibilities.  But once through the keyhole, there are all sorts of other expansions possible.  One of my favorite poets, T.S. Eliot wrote:  “What we call the beginning is often the end.  And to make an end is often to make a beginning.  The end is where we start from.”  For some reason, that’s a lesson that I have had to learn over and over again, but I find some solace in the realization that other people struggle with the same lesson.  In fact, in the scripture reading from Matthew today, I think the disciples are struggling with this very issue.


The limitation that they’re confronted with is, to be blunt, Jesus’ life expectancy.  There is an important turning point in Matthew’s narrative about ten verses before the section we just read.  Up until this point in the story, Jesus has been going through Galilee, teaching and healing.  He’s just fed four thousand people with a few loaves of bread and a few small fish.  Then, Jesus pulls his disciples aside and asks them, “Who do people say that I am?”  After Peter says, “You are the Messiah, the son of the living God.”  What a moment!  It’s as if Peter suddenly sees how the moments he’s experienced with Jesus are really just the tip of the iceberg.  In a flash, he recognizes that feeding 4,000 people is not all that is possible—he sees that God has a desire to feed the whole world through Jesus.


But no sooner does Peter see these possibilities unfold than he sees them collapse again.  Because it’s right at that point that Jesus starts talking about his death, telling his disciples that “he must go to Jerusalem and undergo great suffering at the hands of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised.”  Peter wants nothing of it.  In fact, he “rebukes” Jesus for talking this way.  “This must never happen to you!” he tells Jesus. 


When I see the disciples through the lens of my own life—when I think about their excitement about possibilities that they’ve just started to see through Jesus’ life—I can completely sympathize with Peter.  He was just starting to see it all unfold—the Kingdom of God, come to earth!  How could he hear Jesus’ talk about death as anything other than a denial of those possibilities?  Jesus says “death” and Peter hears “end” and “failure”.  Jesus’ words are like the curtain coming down, ending the show just as the plot was getting exciting.  


But Jesus isn’t talking about death as an end.  He’s talking about something else entirely.  Death may sound like a door slamming shut on all the possibilities that Peter imagines, but this is a door that has a keyhole.  When Jesus talks about this death, he’s talking about something that he has to pass through, but something that opens out into a whole set of possibilities that his disciples can’t even imagine.  Jesus puts it this way: “Those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it.”


And then, because it’s often better to show something than to tell it, Jesus takes his disciples us a mountain.  Once up there, he steps into a different reality for a few minutes.  He’s glowing with light and standing with two great spiritual leaders who have died many years ago.  While I’ve often heard this story described as an ecstatic vision or a mystical experience, I think that the simplest explanation of the transfiguration of Jesus is that it is a vision of Jesus after his death—a vision of his resurrected life.  This is a vision of Jesus on the other side of the keyhole.  When we connect this scripture to the passages that come right before it, we can see that here Jesus is showing them what before he was trying to explain in words.  The death that he’s told them is coming is not an end—it’s really a beginning.  Not only will he die in Jerusalem, but he will be raised to eternal life there.  How fitting, therefore, that this scene ends with Jesus saying to his disciples, “Get up, and do not be afraid.”


If only we all could have a vision like that!  If only we could each see the fullness of the possibilities that lie on the other side of the endings, the limits, the deaths we each face as we go through life!  Can you imagine it?  I had a hint of that vision of things to come when I was deciding to get married when I looked at the lives of my parents, or Dan’s parents, or other faithful, trusting married couples I knew.  What if we could have a vision of what lay beyond the ending of a marriage, or a job, or a dream?  What if bad news about our health also came with a vision of what our journey towards healing would make possible for us to come to understand, the way in which our spirit might be enlarged through the experience?  What if every birthday came with a vision not just of the limitations and losses that come with aging, but of the creative possibilities for each coming year?  If only we could see our lives transfigured as the disciples saw Jesus, then we would see that each time a door slams shut, there is a keyhole that opens out into new possibilities.


But most of the time, we travel through life without any such vision.  I have reached so many endings, where I have only been able to see what was lost, what was dieing, what was no longer possible.  And when that’s all that I can see, Peter’s words bubble up in me—this must never happen to you!  And that’s where the trouble starts.  That’s when my discipleship to Jesus ends, and my life becomes about denial and avoidance of death.


Do you know what I’m talking about?  Have you seen that pattern in your own life?  Are you engaged it in now?


Sometimes I think that one of the primary energies driving all of what we do, all of how we relate to ourselves and to each other, is the denial and avoidance of death.  It’s not just something we do in our private lives, either.  We could structure this whole church according to the laws of avoidance of death.  Because I know you’ve seen it—even joked about it.  The average age of this church is increasing, and I know you’ve looked to a day when you just don’t have the energy to keep this place going anymore.  And so you hired me, right?  And I’m going to prevent this church from dieing, I’m going to bring in the energy, bring in the people to make it like it used to be, right?


But what if death isn’t really an end?  What if we decided to completely entrust our lives, our church not just to a wise teacher and healer, but rather to the resurrected Christ?  Could we open ourselves up to a vision of a transfigured church—where what we used to be has died, but in that death realized creative possibilities that we have yet to even imagine?


Here’s the catch:  this is not a human-led vision process.  The disciples didn’t get together for a weekend retreat and pool all their creative energy through some team-building exercises and then draft a vision statement.  No—Jesus took them up the mountain with him because they couldn’t envision a future beyond the torture and death of their leader on their own.  They couldn’t envision that future not because they were stupid or belligerent, but because they were human.  Just like us.  


Those of you who have read the Harry Potter books, or seen the movies, know about Platform 9 and ¾.  That’s the place in the London train depot where the students of Hogwarts have to go to pick up their train to school.  The only problem, of course, is that it’s not visible to most people.  To get there, Harry and the other students have to run with their luggage carts right straight at a brick wall—which when their reach it, opens out into another dimension of reality.  That’s another image of the kind of life that Jesus calls us to.  If we travel with him, he will lead us in a life that is structured around something other than the avoidance of death.  In fact, he will lead us right straight into places where we don’t want to go, places that look an awful lot like a brick wall.  But his journey doesn’t end there—even if it looks like it will.  Endings are for him beginnings of something new, something that we cannot even imagine without his help, something that expands brilliantly beyond the life we could live without him.
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