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Genesis 15:5-12; 17-18; Philippians 3:17-41; Luke 9:28-36; Psalm 27, O God, You are my light and my salvation. 

Let me begin this homily today by saying that I am not a fan of rap music. From the moment it came straight outta Compton in the late 70’s, rap never made it onto any of my playlists. I always thought of rap as loud and aggressive. I could never understand the words that were being rapped. And I just have never been able to find the beauty in it. There’s music I like a lot; music I like a little; and music that I’d never buy or listen to. And rap is in that last category.


So what, you ask, does my dislike of rap music have to do with the themes of transfiguration and transformation that are so strong in our readings today? Well, let me continue …


It happened that a few weeks ago I turned the TV on, and stumbled onto a program called The Rap Game. It’s a reality show where 5 young people, ranging in age from 12 to 16, are given the chance to study with a very successful rapper & music producer named Jermaine Dupri for eight weeks. At the end of the eight weeks, one of the kids is awarded  a contract with Dupri’s company, So So Def Records, and will be on the way toward rap stardom with this very prestigious and successful production  company. God only knows why, but I decided to watch the show … and what I learned about rap watching the last few episodes of this show amazed me.

Turns out, there’s a whole body of knowledge to be studied while you’re learning to rap professionally. You need to be able to write complex poetic lyrics and rap them to a beat with clarity. Your lyrics need content that speak to issues passionate for you in your own life. To be a rap artist, you have to study and learn flow, rhythm, rhyme, cadence, delivery, movement, presentation and attitude. Different from hip hop music, rap is all about the poetry of the spoken word, and at its best that word will be honest and soul-searing. 


One young rapper on the show had been bullied her whole life because of the yellow color of her skin, as the child of a biracial couple.  Another contestant was born with a defective valve in his heart, and had had sickness and surgeries throughout his whole life. There had been violence and drugs and guns and poverty in the lives of these young contestants.  And every rap they wrote came directly from their souls.  


So again, you ask, what does this have to do with the themes of transfiguration and transformation that are in our readings today? Well, just about everything.

Watching these young people over several weeks, I could actually see the work they put into their raps … how they practiced and perfected their lyrics … the dance routines they developed to go with their raps … and the beats they selected so carefully to match the intensity of their spoken words. To my eyes – initially blinded by my dislike of rap music – at first all I could see were loud, posturing wanna-be-rapper kids with (to my mind) goofy names like Lil’ Poopy or Supa Peach or Miss Mulatto or Lil’ Neko.. But over time, I came to see them as skilled apprentices learning their craft, rap musicians in the making, whose music I actually began to look forward to hearing every week. 
I thought of the lyrics to Amazing Grace – I once was lost, but now am found; was blind, but now I see. And I realized that scales had dropped from my eyes. I could finally see what had been there all along. I had become open  to an experience I never expected to have, Watching my TV over the course of as few weeks, I realized -- the kids were transfigured; but I was transformed.


And I think that’s one lesson we can take from the story we heard in Luke’s Gospel today. Yes, Jesus was transfigured. Yes, as he prayed his face changed in appearance. Yes, his garments became white as snow. Standing between Moses and Elijah, the transfigured human Jesus  appeared as God’s Chosen One who was called to bring  together the Law and the Prophets, into the Kin-dom of God. Yes, for a moment, Jesus appeared as the person he truly was in body, mind, and spirit. And in that sense, he was transfigured.

But I ask myself and I ask us all here today – was Jesus transfigured, or were the disciples just transformed? Was there a different Jesus standing before them, or were they finally just able to see who he really was? Were my young rap performers really all that different; or did I receive an amazing grace that allowed me to blink my eyes and actually see them for the first time? 


All of this reminds me of the story that’s told in the Zen tradition of the fishmonger who had witnessed some kind of transfiguration. The story never tells us what the transfiguration that he saw actually was. It just says that after this marvelous experience, the fishmonger went back to selling and smelling like fish. But his friends knew that he’d had this marvelous experience, and so they asked him “What’s great about your life now? How are things different? How have you changed” And he replied, ”Well, everything is pretty much exactly as it was before, except that sometimes wherever I go, the dead trees come to life.”


A fishmonger sees life in trees he thought were dead. A hippie from the 60’s finds  beauty in rap music. Some followers of an itinerant preacher  realize the enormity of their call. Transfiguration is a grace that comes at a moment in time. And that grace can transform us if we let it.


Moments of transfiguration are ephemeral – the fishmonger’s didn’t last and neither did the disciples’. We are tempted to hold onto them, but they are elusive. When we try to nail down a transfiguration, it slips away from us. Author Michael Leach suggests that  “As soon as we try to capture a transfiguration or make an idol of it, a great cloud of ego descends and hides it.” Just try telling someone about a deeply spiritual and powerful experience you had on retreat, and see where that gets you!  And so we have Jesus very wisely saying to Peter, James and John, “Don’t tell anyone what you have seen.” 


That’s because transfigurations are not supposed to be talked about as much as they are supposed to get into our bones. They’re supposed to be moments of grace – of joy, of insight, of understanding, of seeing something clearly for the first time – that ground us in God. We may never actually talk about a transfiguration that has transformed us. But I know I will never be quite as closed to new experiences now as I was before I saw that show, The Rap Game.  I will always be on the lookout for what I can’t see, and will be waiting for something to reveal itself. 

Thomas Merton once wrote, “Life is this simple; we are living in a world that is absolutely transparent, and the divine is shining through it all the time. This is not just a nice story or a fable. It is true.” Transfigurations burrow themselves into our spiritual DNA if we let them. And we are never the same. 

So let’s carry the truth of transfigurations and transformations with us through the season of Lent this year. I think it’s divinely inspired that every year, no matter what Cycle we’re in, the 2nd Sunday in Lent is always the story of Jesus’ Transfiguration on Mount Tabor. It’s as though the Church is inviting us to walk gently … to keep our eyes open … and  allow ourselves to be surprised by what we see. We have 4/1-2 more weeks in Lent to allow what is good and holy in our everyday experience to manifest itself to us. We have 4-1/2 more weeks on our journey to blink our eyes one day and see who Jesus really is in our lives.

Remember that transfigurations are moments when our everyday minds are invited to see the reality of the divinity that is everywhere and in everything. And whether that divinity is in Jesus or in young Miss Mulatto – who won the contest, by the way – today’s Gospel assures us that divinity is always there. Let’s pray for the grace to see it, to allow it to transform us, and then to let it go. Let’s all smell like fishmongers this Lent, knowing that we have seen the divine shining all around us. And let’s allow the gift of transfiguration to transform us, even if these gifts come wrapped in the unanticipated beauty of a rap.   
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