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Today’s readings revolve around the themes of climbing mountains and serving God as faithful followers. And so, in the tradition of our beloved sister priest in Philadelphia, Caryl Johnson (who incidentally, was ordained with Marellen and Ann here at St. John’s in 2011), I have brought a prop to illustrate my homily today. I have brought with me a Fuji stick. What is a Fuji stick you may ask? A Fuji stick is a hiking or a climbing stick used by people to make the arduous climb to the top of Mount Fuji in Japan. Mount Fuji is located on the island of Honshu (the same island as Tokyo, from which it can be seen on a clear day), and is the highest mountain in Japan at 12, 389 feet. Fuji-san (Honorable Fuji), as it is known, is considered a sacred place. Every Japanese aspires to making the pilgrimage to the top of Fuji-san at least once in his (and now her) life time! 

In today’s reading from Genesis, we hear of the willingness of the faithful Abraham to do what he believes God is asking him to do – to take his only beloved son, Isaac and sacrifice him on Mt. Moriah. To any of us, this seems a senseless thing. God has given this son to Abraham and Sarah in their old age, and now God wants him sacrificed?  The name of the mountain in the story is the key to what God is really asking. Moriah means in Hebrew – God will provide. Hence, the arrival of the ram from the thicket who becomes the replacement for Isaac as sacrifice. The message – faith and trust in God will be rewarded with abundant blessing, no matter how it seems. However, that truth often does not make the climb up the mountain any easier!

Then. we have Martin Luther’s and my favorite passage from St. Paul, from the eighth chapter of the Letter to the Romans, which tells us that “if God is for us, who can be against us?” And, that “nothing can separate us from the love of Christ.” If we are in relationship with Christ, we can rest assured in faith that we will not perish, but will have eternal life.


Today’s gospel relates the story of the Transfiguration of Jesus, assumed to be on Mount Tabor, a mountain sacred to the People of Israel. The scene depicts Jesus, together with three of his inner circle of disciples – Peter, James and John, whom he has chosen to accompany him. Interesting that Jesus chose those three! In other places in the gospels, each one of these men is shown to be someone who sees power and prestige as desirable. Peter, who is praised in the previous chapter of Mark’s gospel for understanding that Jesus is the Messiah, is then swiftly rebuked when he doesn’t want to hear Jesus’ message of the cross as his mission, and by association, of the mission being taken on by his disciples. Peter’s model of Messiah is a power model based on empire! And, of course, James and John, the “sons of thunder,” are heard in Mark, chapter 10 (the next chapter), to ask Jesus to allow them to sit – one at his right and one at his left hand in glory. Even after the Transfiguration experience, they clearly still don’t get it!

So, as the story goes, the three disciples experience a vision of a dazzling white Jesus, together with Moses, and Elijah representing the Law and the Prophets. Their immediate interpretation is that Jesus, the Messiah, accompanied by God’s chosen lawgiver and prophet, would be the victorious and unopposable one to lead Israel to victory over its foes. 


Now, this is what we might call seeing, but not really seeing – a common human dilemma. We humans can be carried away by our enthusiasm for what we would like to see. It happens all the time; especially in our increasingly visually stimulated culture. We look for our lives of faith to be fueled by sensory perception. It is easy to think that faith comes by “seeing” or “sensing.” And while it is true that our senses do help us to grasp reality, it is equally true that we can easily be deluded by what is surface perception, confusing it with what is much deeper – what God truly intends to reveal as we are on our journey. 

As we see in our gospel account, Peter, James and John’s vision is rather quickly swept away, and is covered by a cloud – a great symbol for lack of clarity. They have climbed a mountain with Jesus rather easily, it seems – without too much effort expended. They have enthusiastically embraced what they have perceived to signify imminent glory. What they have not understood is what Jesus had been trying tell them in the last chapter about the cost of discipleship and the price of glory – that it is a dying and rising process. What they must learn to do is to go deeper into the mystery, and this requires time, and spiritual growth and ever deeper faith in their relationship with Jesus.


Besides the metaphor of “growth in depth of seeing,” Mark also presents the corresponding metaphor of “growth in depth of hearing or listening.” In our account of the Transfiguration, we witness Peter, in all his enthusiasm, blurting 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!” Somehow, you know that Peter is in overdrive. He’s babbling without really understanding, without actually knowing what he is talking about. Again, superficiality, fed by a nervous desire to fill in a void that feels somehow threatening. But the voice from the cloud (that cloud that represents lack of clarity) says: “This is my Beloved Child. Listen to him!” Listening too requires that we allow time for things to sink in. We need to listen deeply before we can possibly understand – before we can speak in faith. Our relationship with God will be clarified and better entered into more by listening than by speaking. That is the true nature of prayer.

So, what is the deeper level message of this Transfiguration experience for all of us disciples? I believe we are asked to grapple with the fact that the call to real discipleship is a call to glory through the glory of the cross, if you will. Discipleship means listening to and heeding the difficult teachings. It means identifying with Jesus, the Suffering Servant, and yet, it is our nature, even as committed disciples, to resist the idea of a suffering Messiah and its implications for discipleship. Is it safe to say that Jesus himself experienced this resistance to the necessity of suffering? I think so. “Abba, if it is possible, take this cup away.” Yet, he undertook the journey believing, like Abraham, that God would provide. 

The pilgrims who climb Mount Fuji are sometimes daunted by the rigorousness of the journey. There is pain involved. There are clouds as well. There are many stops along the way. (You can see the evidence of the struggle – the different stages of the journey - carved into the stick as  a memento of each stop along the way. And yet, every Japanese strives to accomplish this arduous task in his or her life time. The Fuji climb is a wonderful metaphor for the spiritual journey of the faithful disciple – not fearing the long route, bearing with the twists and turns of the winding route and the slow process. God’s glory is indeed a mystery, but the good news is that that glory is just as present in the Valley of Tears -.in the struggle of the climb, - as it is on the mountain top.
