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"Choices"

"...and from the cloud a voice said, Thisis my So  n, the Beloved; with him |
am well pleased,; listen to him!""  [Matthew 17:5 NRSV]

This morning we do more than just listen to him, f or indeed, we
journey with him up a mountain. It is a big step we take as we move with
him toward Jerusalem. Some of us would want specifi cs, asking "Where is
this moun-tain?" Some of us might even break out ou r atlas to determine
which mountain might have been the setting. Others would be happy with
the words of a tour guide who once said, "What diff erence does it make
which mountain? The fact is that he was somewhere n earby!" But the
choice of choices is to identify that the mountain setting is saying
something about the time Jesus spent in prayer and in a close relationship
with God. More than closeness, it is a place for Je  sus to get his bearings
once again, and to draw strength and assurance for the days ahead. For
him, it is an important choice to go up this mounta in. For us, itis also an
important choice because we are given a chanceto"  listen in" on this
relationship. We are also given a view of a Jesus w  ho has chosen to work
in close concert with God.

The story that we share this morning is commonly k nown as the
Transfigur-ation. Most preachers throughout Christe ndom who use this
text today will try to show what it means to be "tr ans-figured”, and how
every Christian ought to strive for it! Since we ha  ve already been striving
for that in this congreg-ation for the past year, | et us this time look instead
at our mountain climb from the perspective of makin g choices, and of who
makes them!

The first choice is about who makes the trip. Ofte n referred to as the
three Biblical stooges, Peter, James and John gett  he nod. True to their
character-ization, they fall asleep and miss mosto  f the show. They awake
just in time to see Moses and Elijah fading from si  ght, and to hear some
vague conversation between these three great religi  ous figures that seems
to have something to do with Jesus' departure. As u sual, they are caught
off guard by these new travel plans and therefore a  re quite frightened by a
mysterious cloud which engulfs the scene. Peterrea  cts predictably when
he suggests building a monument to this great event . He doesn't
understand that the event is not over yet and that a great choice is about to
be revealed. One can only imagine the reaction when a voice speaks from
the cloud and proclaims that Jesus is the Chosen On e, the Beloved of God.
An important choice has been made.

Immediately prior to the story of the Transfigurat ion, Jesus has told
his followers that he would be rejected and killed. If this were a movie or a
video, the music would now be getter louder and mor € ominous as we are
prepared for the dangers that lay ahead. Itis almo st as if heaven is bracing
for this coming horror and in doing so, it is attem pting to prepare some of



Earth's representatives as well. It is almost as if we are being prepared for
the choice of whether or not we want to continue wa  tching this show!

Some Biblical scholars have suggested that this he avenly scene is
really a resurrection type memory that has been put back into the earlier
ministry of Jesus. Call it an "editorial insert" if you will. But editorial inserts
don't carry through on established Biblical themes. In this case, we need to
back up almost three years to the time of Jesus' ba  ptism. As you may
recall, there too, a voice sounded from a cloud. Th e words are almost

identical: "This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased." The
story is the same; the choice is not a recent one.
It is not the first time God has spoken like this. It may be an

oversimplification, but we could go back to the gar den of Eden, when God
said "choose knowledge or obedience." Isn't it inte resting that it was
knowledge that got us into all this trouble? Noah's choice was easier; build
a boat or drown! Abraham was offered a nation of de  scendants if he chose
to follow God. To Moses, God said, "I put before yo  u this day life and death.
Choose life! Loch Heim!" It was God who also chose kings and prophets,
and finally, a Messiah. Indeed, throughout Scriptur e, it always seems to be
God who is choosing.

But from now on we will withess a shift in the sto ry's theme. No
longer will it be just God who chooses, if indeed i t ever was; instead it will
be clear that this Jesus is also making conscious ¢ hoices. True, the
ultimate choice is the Creator's, but not to the ex  tent that the Chosen One
is a helpless puppet, bouncing around on strings. Y ou can even call it the
fulfill-ment of a destiny, if you will, but there a  re definitely choices along its
pathways.

This morning's text - part of our preparation for the Lenten season -
tells us as we begin our journey to Jerusalem that Jesus has made the
choice. Jesus has made the choice because God has f  irst chosen. The
cross is not something over which God has lost cont rol. Instead it became
an instrument of God's grace, no matter how evil it may seem. Likewise euvil
continues in this modern world, and we continue to participate in it.
Sometimes it almost seems as if we have no choice!

But while we had and have our choices to make - th  is Easter event,
this man Jesus - this was God's choice. Precisely b ecause it was God's
choice, it has mattered all these years. Precisely  because it was God's
choice, it is the central event of our lives today.

Be aware that this Lent, and after, you here at Ch  rist Church will
have many choices to make. A new priest, the challe  nge of looking for and
accepting new members, finding new ways to reach ou t to others; indeed
you will be asked to climb many mountains. Thinking to be transfigured,
you may instead fall back into the valley of choice s! This is not a bad thing,
not if you remember that the ultimate choice has be  en made - Jesus has
chosen you to represent his church in this communit y! All you have to do
is to hear once again the words of God: "This is my Son, the Beloved; with
him | am well pleased; listen to him!"



