Paul Walker   CEC    2/22/09   Mark 9:2-9      “I Haven’t Got Time For The Pain”

     Today is the Last Sunday of Epiphany. Epiphany is God’s revelation of Himself, so it makes sense that the Season of Epiphany would end with the episode in Jesus’ life known as the Transfiguration. 

     This morning we see, along with Peter, James and John, Jesus momentarily transfigured on a mountaintop.  The text says, “his clothes became radiantly and intensely white, as no one on earth could bleach them.” Jesus Himself is the Epiphany, the revelation of God’s glory.

     Glowing in glory, Jesus stands on the mountaintop talking to Moses and Elijah – the Law and the Prophets. This blows the disciples away. Peter utters something idiotic about making three tents and settling down on the mountaintop. He’s terrified and talking nonsense. God thunders from a cloud and tells Peter to “ferme la bouche”.  Be quiet. Shut your pie-hole, Peter. (That’s a direct translation from the Greek.)
     As someone who occasionally suffers from foot in mouth disease, I have sympathy with Peter. Christie and I were once at a nice dinner party in England at the home of a prim and proper Christian couple. In the course of the conversation I discovered that the hosts’ daughter lived in Los Angeles. When I asked what she was doing there, I didn’t get much of a response. 
     Ignoring the basic context clues of polite conversation, I pursued the topic. “She’s in entertainment” was all the answer I could get. Everyone else around me stopped talking – everyone but me. “O really! How wonderful. What kind of entertainment?” At this point Christie was giving me swift and steady kicks under the table.  I found out later that their daughter had left home and was starring in x-rated movies! I wouldn’t let go of what must have been this couple’s most painful subject. Had I only kept my pie-hole shut. I didn’t have a voice from the clouds, but I had a foot to the shin.

     I think there is more to Peter’s comment, however, than just a social gaffe.  Underlying Peter’s declaration to build three tents is the basic and totally understandable desire to stay on the mountaintop – literally and metaphorically. Peter wanted to stay on the mountaintop, with Jesus in his glory, with the All Stars of the Old Testament, with the inner circle of disciples. 

     Peter wanted to stay away from the chaos and the grime and the troubles of ordinary life. Maybe Andrew was irritating him, or Thomas’ whining had finally gotten to him. Everywhere they went with Jesus the encountered neediness, and sickness, and demon possession.  Everybody always wanted something from them.

      The lawyers and the Pharisees were always accusing and confronting them.  It was so much nicer, simpler, easier up here on the mountaintop with Jesus all in white. Can’t we just stay?

     Can’t you relate? I always feel this way about the 5th day of a beach vacation. Do we really have to go back? Can’t we just avoid all the suffering and pain of life?
     Maybe the Transfiguration story was Carly Simon’s inspiration for her 70’s classic, “I haven’t got time for the pain.” Who wants to enter into real life with all the pain and suffering that goes along with it? You may remember that song from the Aspirin Commercial. Pop our pills because you haven’t got time for the pain.

     I’m no fan of pain and I’m no fan of suffering. I love the mountaintop. I love mountaintop experiences. But according to God’s rebuke of Peter, mountaintop experiences are only that: mountaintop experiences -experiences that come and then go. Not experiences that come and stay.  Pain and suffering can’t ultimately be avoided. The pills will eventually run out.
     As a society, our aversion to suffering has some good effects – medicine is good, alleviation of poverty is good. But it also has some negative effects. There are many examples. I’m thinking about Dr. Kevorkian end of life issues. Why not end it all if you are suffering? 

     People build and live in gated communities, hoping to shut out the ugliness and pain of life.  We seek to be anesthetized by drug or drink and entertained by games of all forms in order to shut out the pain. I know many who are emotionally frozen, living in a kind of denial of real emotion in an attempt to avoid the pain. The more pious of us lean on religious platitudes to steer away from the actual pain of life.

     But the reality is that gates can’t keep pain out. And drink leads to more pain. And games have a short shelf life. And emotional distance will drive people away and leave you in painful isolation. And God certainly doesn’t encourage lobotomized believers who recite platitudes without feeling. Pain can’t be avoided. It even enters prim and proper English dinner parties when numbskull guests don’t know when to shut up. The truth is trying to avoid pain only makes it worse.
     In fact, Christianity offers a strange answer for the pain and suffering in life. Don’t avoid the pain - instead steer toward the pain. That’s what a fellow minister came away with when she went to a suicide prevention workshop. Don’t try to fix or avoid the person’s pain.  Instead, help them discover the real source of pain and then walk right into it with them.

     That’s why when you are struggling and you come to see us - your ministers, you won’t get problem solving techniques or advice. What you will get is someone who loves you and someone who will walk with you through the pain. You will get someone who does, in fact, have time for the pain.
     The truth is that we’ve all been given One who had time, who made time for the pain. Someone who left the mountaintop to steer toward the pain. Jesus took Peter, James and John back down the mountain and directly toward his cross.  

     The account of the Transfiguration is sandwiched between two accounts of Jesus talking about his death. Right before they went up the mountain, Mark tells us, “he began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders and chief priests and the scribes and be killed.”  

     I understand if this is a word you would rather not hear or something you don’t fully understand. Peter didn’t get it then either. He rebuked Jesus telling him that the Messiah shouldn’t suffer or die.  Then came the mountaintop experience in which He was rebuked by God. And then right after the Transfiguration, Jesus says again, “The Son of Man is going to be delivered into the hands of men and they will kill him.” You’d think Peter would catch on by now, right? The bible says, “they did not understand they saying and were afraid to ask.”
     It’s likely that you are experiencing a pain that you cannot understand. Or that there is some suffering that you have tried unsuccessfully to avoid. It is likely that you would like today to build three tents and stay on the mountaintop.
     Fortunately for us the fact that we can’t really fully understand the suffering and pain in our life doesn’t stop Jesus from entering into it. Steering toward the pain is something that can be done because Jesus is with you in it.  He has borne our pain and suffering on the cross in ways we can’t even imagine. His resurrection has redeemed and given meaning to all suffering. The saying “no pain, no gain” is true; but it is given deeper meaning and expression in “His Pain, my gain.”
     I really struggled with how to end this sermon. Because although everything I just told you is true, I don’t want to be guilty of just delivering religious platitudes. So today we’ll end not with proclamation but with a prayer, a plea. It is a prayer from our prayerbook that asks God to help us steer toward the suffering, to make time for the pain. It is a prayer that asks God to take that pain and redeem it.

     So if you will please turn with me to page 168 in your Book of Common Prayer, we’ll pray together the Collect for Monday in Holy Week. Let us pray.

     Almighty God, whose most dear Son went not up to joy but first he suffered pain, and entered not into glory before he was crucified: Mercifully grant that we, walking in the way of the cross, may find it none other than the way of life and peace; through the same thy Son Jesus Christ our Lord, who liveth and reigneth with thee and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.
     Amen.
