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         Epiphany 6

Shine Jesus shine: take up your cross and shine

[Luke 9:28-36 NIV]

In the beginning…

Several weeks ago, I read the story of a magician 


who regularly entertained guests on a Caribbean cruise ship. 

On one cruise – every time the magician did his act –


the captain’s parrot would scream:



“That’s not magic!  It’s a trick!  He’s a phony!”

One evening during a storm,


the ship sank while the magician was on stage.

In a cruel twist of fate, 


the magician and the parrot wound up in the same life-boat.

For several hours, they just glared at each other.

Finally, the parrot broke the silence and said,


“OK, I give up.  What did you do with the ship?”

The poor parrot – 

he couldn’t tell the difference between a trick and the truth;


he didn’t know what was real.

Do we?

We walk into a salon…

and walk into people – as my wife does regularly –

people who color their hair, lift their faces, plump their breasts.

We wonder: what’s real?

We watch a speech…a president’s speech.

Then we watch the network news 

do a reality check on what we saw and heard.

If you’re in Hong Kong as I was,


you also watch Chinese analysts 

do a reality check on what the US news media said.

Our heads start spinning with all that spin;


again, we wonder: what’s real?

One scene in a divine drama staged long ago may help us.

That scene on a mountain-top is a spectacular sight.

The star of the show dazzles everyone with his performance;


Jesus literally shines in what appears to be a stunning climax.

However, one line in the script 


-- or should I say Scripture --



catches our attention today.

Listen to him [Luke 9:35]

We could say that phrase brings us back to reality…


helps us understand what’s real.

What’s real?

1)  Who’s real?

If we want to understand what’s real,


we may first need to know who’s real.

Last summer marked Carmen’s first trip to a carnival.

The midway rumbled with excitement:


ferris wheels…roller-coasters…



cotton candy…candied applies…




and, most of all, the voices.

“Step right up and try you’re luck!”

“This way, young lady, three shots for a dollar!”

“Over here; win your Mom a teddy bear!”

As a father, I tried to help Carmen handle the voices…


tell her which hawkers were hucksters…which were not.

Could you and I use that kind of help today?

After all, in these United States,

we seem to be walking down a spiritual midway.

The rabbi directs us to Moses;


the Koran sends us to Mohammed.

Buddhists invite us to meditate;


Hindus urge us to levitate.

A palm reader wants your hand;


the TV evangelist wants what’s in your hand -- your money.

One neighbor consults the stars;


another reads the cards.

The agnostic believes no one can know;


atheists believe there is nothing to know.

“Step right up and try some witchcraft.”

“This way to the New Age channels.”

“Over here for some Scientology.”

Oh, the voices.

Do you know that we, too, have a Father

who can help us handle those voices?

We hear him speak to us in the final scene of the drama 

we’ve been watching since the beginning of January.

 A writer named Luke picks up the action:

Jesus…took Peter, John and James with him and went up a mountain to pray.  As he was praying, the appearance of his face changed, and his clothes became as bright as a flash of lightning.  Two men, Moses and Elijah, appeared in glorious splendor, talking with Jesus.  …  Peter and his companions…saw his glory and the two men standing with him.  …  Peter said to him, “Master, … let us put up three shelters—one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.”

Then Luke inserts this comment:


Peter did not know what he was saying.  [Luke 9:28-33]
What would we do without Peter?

The guy has no idea what he is saying,


but that doesn’t keep him from talking.

Yet, even as Peter is speaking,


God starts clearing his throat.

While he was saying this, a cloud appeared…  A voice came from the cloud, saying, “This is my Son, whom I have chosen; listen to him.”  [Luke 9:35]

Peter’s mistake?

Not that he spoke up,


but that what he spoke was heresy.

Three shelters for three heroes?

Those three shelters would have equated Moses and Elijah with Jesus.

But “no one,” says the Father, “shares the stage with my son.

There’s only one star in my show.”

“Jesus,” the Father tell us, “is not one of many voices;

he is the one – the only one – whom I have chosen to speak for me.”

Listen to him. [Luke 9:35]

Our culture seems to be making the same mistake Peter did so long ago.

Our culture likes to clump…


likes to clump the likes of the Buddha, Confucius and Mohammed with Jesus.

Over and over again, we are told that


it doesn’t matter what you believe…



it doesn’t matter whom you believe,



as long as you are sincere.

What was it that Luke said of Peter?

Would he say the same of those who choose to speak for our culture today:


“they don’t know what they are saying”?

On the mountain-top, Jesus shows his stuff…

he clarifies who he is.

And as Jesus clarifies, his Daddy verfies:

This is my Son, whom I have chosen.”  [Luke 9:35]

Jesus helped his Father design our planet.

He also helped his Father by coming to rescue the people of this planet.

In other words, Jesus knows how this world works;


he understands how the people of this planet function…and malfunction.

Don’t you and I need to know what Jesus knows?

Don’t we all need a distinctive voice in our noisy world?

Of course we do!

So don’t try to walk the midway alone.

Walk with Jesus.

Keep your hand in his…your eyes on him.

And whenever he speaks,


Listen to him  [Luke 9:35]

[adapted from Next Door Savior by Max Lucado, pp 131-135]

2)  Who’s really listening?

Jesus knows what’s real…


but who’s really listening?

Who’s really listening to what Jesus says?

We may think that we are,


but I’m not so sure...

Daniel Yankelovich, an astute observer of cultural trends,

claims that – in the 1970’s – a major shift occurred in our culture.

Before then, we appreciated “temporary pain”.

Spouses sacrificed 

– one working two jobs…the other staying at home –

as they pursued long-term goals for the family.

Parents struggling in an unhappy marriage

stayed together for the sake of the children.

Then the rules changed.

Self-sacrifice gave way to self-satisfaction.

“Temporary pain” was replaced by “instant pleasure”.

Today, we can immediately get – with a credit card –

whatever we think will make us happy.

And we can just as quickly get rid of anything…


anything -- like a troublesome partner – that makes us unhappy.

Philip Yancey, in his recent book on prayer, contends 

that many evangelical Christians have embraced this change.

Listen, he says, to some of our most popular preachers today.

Look at some of our best-selling books.

We basically are saying that, if you follow Jesus,


you will “prosper”.

Oh, success may not always be instant,


but it will be yours.

Your marriage will be happy…


your children will turn out good…



your job will be secure…




your health will never fail…





and, one day, you will die peacefully in your sleep.

Ah! A bit of heaven here on earth.

Reality check!

Is that what Jesus says?

Is that what he promises?

Just one week before his mountain-top experience,


Jesus announced what his followers would experience.

He said this:


If anyone would come after me, 

he must deny himself, take up his cross daily and follow me.  [Luke 9:23]

And on the mountain-top, Jesus spoke of his own experience in this world.

He spoke of the cross he would take up.

He spoke with Moses and Elijah about his departure…to…Jerusalem…  [Luke 9:31]


the suffering and death that awaited him there.

But Peter wasn’t listening.

He enjoyed the mountain-top experience


-- the little bit of heaven here on earth --



and wanted it to last forever.

It is good for us to be here, said Peter.  [Luke 9:33]

Peter didn’t hear what Jesus said.

Do we?

If anyone would come after me, Jesus tells us,

he must deny himself, take up his cross daily and follow me.  [Luke 9:23]

What does this mean…especially for us today?

We live in a world where


terrorists can strike at will…



national elections can go the wrong way…




the church can be divided.

We live in homes where


a parent can have dementia…



a spouse can be abusive or addicted…




a distressed child can commit suicide.

We live with bodies where


birth defects cannot be corrected…



breast cancers can metastasize…




strokes can cripple.

Please don’t misunderstand…

God can intervene;


he can heal unhappy homes and unhealthy bodies.

But he doesn’t appear to do it everyday…or for everyone.

Perhaps that explains why


-- when God does intervene and heal --



we call such acts “miracles”;




they are out of the ordinary.

Many of us – most of us – will not escape problems…


will indeed experience pain.

We, of course, don’t like to hear this.

But if we won’t listen to Jesus,

then – at least – look to him.

That’s what the writer of a letter to the Hebrews tells us.

Look to Jesus, who for the joy set before him endured the cross  [Hebrews 12:2]

Look to Jesus, who looked and saw a purpose for his pain.

Jesus recognized that his cross would cross out the consequences of sin, 

both yours and mine.

He realized that his suffering would free us from endless suffering…


that his death would free us from eternal death.

Jesus may not have been a business guru,


but it appears he did a cost-benefit analysis;

he understood that the benefit justified the cost.

Look to Jesus, says the writer of that letter to the Hebrews.

Consider him, he goes on to say…


Consider him…so that you will not grow weary and lose heart  [Hebrews 12:3]

Does this mean that there might be some sense to our suffering too…

that there might be some purpose for our pain?

The answer is “yes”.

This is not my answer to the problem of pain;


it’s the tune of a trio known as Peter, James and John 

Those three men followed Jesus up a mountain…

and experienced a little bit of heaven on earth.

Then they followed Jesus down into the valley…


and endured quite a bit of hell on earth.

All three went on to suffer horribly –


two died a dreadful death;



the other banished as a fugitive on a remote island.

So what do these men have to say about the problem of pain?

Consider it pure joy, writes James…


Consider it pure joy…whenever you face trials  [James 1:2]

Rejoice, echoes Peter…


Rejoice, even though now for a little while you may have to suffer [1 Peter 1:6].

Why do they say this?

Because all three – like Jesus – 

learned that the benefit justified the cost.

You see, all three were changed,


not by the pleasure – but by the pain – they experienced.

Peter – a rather arrogant SOB -- learned to be humble…


and, in his letters to us, urged us to be humble too.

James and John -- two brothers angry at the world -- learned to love…


and, in their letters to us, encouraged us to love others as well.

It appears that the One who saved us by his suffering


wants to shape us by our suffering.

We are, after all, his workmanship {Ephesians 2:10] says that pastor named Paul.

No wonder Jesus tells you and me to take up our cross…and follow him.

We would do well to listen to what Jesus says…


and to develop in our culture 

what Christians in other cultures call “a theology of suffering”...


to appreciate the purpose of pain in our lives.

Once again – while on the other side of this planet – 

I learned how other Christians view suffering.

I heard of Chinese who prayed for the leaders of their government,


but never for a change in government…



even though the government – from time to time – persecutes them.

I heard of one who said:


“Don’t pray for me to get out of prison; 

please pray for courage and strength 

so that I can witness boldly in prison.”

Perhaps the British author John Baillie has written the prayer 

that we in America need to say.

“Teach me, O God, to use all the circumstances of my life today 

that they may bring forth in me the fruits of holiness...



Let me use disappointment as the material for patience.



Let me use success as the material for thankfulness.


Let me use trouble as the material for perseverance.


Let me use danger as the material for courage…



Let me use pleasures as the material for temperance.



Let me use pain as the material for endurance.”

[illustrations from Prayer by Philip Yancey]

At the end…
I’m going to let a man called Peter have the last word this morning.

This may seem strange.

After all, when Peter was on the mountain with Jesus, 

he didn’t have a clue.

He didn’t hear what Jesus was saying.

He didn’t even know what he himself was saying.

But eventually Peter listened to Jesus.

He took up his cross, followed Jesus…

and figured it out.

He discovered what was real.

Near the end of his life


-- and near the end of his first letter --



he wrote these words to folks like you and me:




The God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ,





after you have suffered a little while, 






will himself restore you and make you strong…







To him be the power forever and ever. [1 Peter 5:10-11]
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