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“With gladness we worship”
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“O Loving Lord, who art forever seeking”



280
“Breathe on me, breath of God”



303
“Holy Spirit, ever dwelling”



300
“Father of everlasting grace”

READINGS:
2 Corinthians 3:1-6



Mark 9:2-13
LIVING LETTERS
It seems that we have only recently celebrated Christmas and Epiphany and now here we are on the brink of Lent and our preparations for the great drama of Easter. The coming Tuesday is Shrove Tuesday followed by Ash Wednesday. We here at Wesley’s Chapel, will begin our Lenten discipline of Wednesday evening services with communion and teaching sermons.
And in this pause, this space between the season of Christmas the start of Lent we have the story of the Transfiguration - Jesus on the mountain-top, becoming, in the eyes of his three disciples, dazzling white. Here we have a story which poses all manner of questions about Jesus, about his disciples and questions to ourselves and our lives and about our lives of Christian discipleship.
Whatever actually happened on that mountain top, the disciples tried to explain it, understand it and define what had taken place.  For Peter the impulse was to build something to commemorate the event – three tabernacles, one for Jesus, one for Elijah and one for Moses.

Faced with this event of enormous spiritual importance, Peter responds at a physical level – let us build something. But these words have no sooner escaped Peter’s lips than a cloud envelopes all of them and a voice comes out of the cloud, every similar to the voice that spoke as Jesus emerged from the waters of baptism in the Jordan.
“This is my Son, the beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him.”

The word used in this passage for what the cloud does is ‘overshadow’ (episkiazo in Greek). This word appears in only one other place in the Gospel narratives – in the Angel Gabriel’s conversation with Mary.
Mary asks Gabriel, ‘how will it be possible that I shall bear a child?’ Gabriel responds, ‘Mary, the Holy Spirit will come upon you and the power of the most High will overshadow you.’ There it is – the Holy Spirit overshadowing Mary as the cloud overshadowed Jesus and his disciples on the Mount of Transfiguration.

Each of these Biblical stories – the Annunciation to Mary and the Transfiguration of Jesus – are dramatic reminders to us that we cannot contain, domesticate, define or confine God within human structures or by human thinking. Even if Peter had built his tabernacles on the mountain God would not have been contained within them. That dazzling experience could never have been captured within human architecture, however simple or however magnificent.
When God shows up, God shows up where he will and how he wills. God often appears in and through people. God does not go for architecture, however many beautiful churches and cathedrals we build – but for anatomy, human anatomy – people – you, me and the people in the queue with us at the bus stop. God makes architecture out of our anatomy – God seeks to make us a dwelling place for the holy, a habitation for the Spirit. God seeks to make a host to the divine, to bear the imprint of God in ourselves – in our minds, in our bodies, in our lives.

The business of being host to the divine is no easy matter – in fact it is mind-blowing and frightening. Faced with the Angel Gabriel, Mary’s reaction was one of perplexity and fear. Faced by the vision of a transfigured, dazzling white Jesus, the disciples were terrified and bemused. Each of them receive precisely the same assurance, ‘do not be afraid.’ And each of them goes away changed, carrying something that they had not previously known.
For Peter, James and John it was important that they had that mountain top experience. It was not important for them to do or say anything immediately but the experience would work on them, shape them and inform their understanding of Jesus…. perhaps one can even say that it was a transfiguring experience for them.
As we approach Lent perhaps we need to ponder this story, to ponder also where  God has shown up in our lives and transfigured our understanding and how we are continuing to become a dwelling place for the presence of God.

This is no more easy for us than it was for Mary of the disciples. We draw back from being a dwelling place for the divine. What an enormous responsibility – ‘we can never aspire to that’, we say to ourselves. It is too fearful.

Let us remind ourselves – as we continually need to do, that it is not a question of what we do but of what God through his Spirit will do in and through us if we only allow it. God can achieve this transformation in us – this transfiguration in us.
Let us also look at what St Paul wrote to the people at Corinth, as we heard in our other reading, to see if that can help us to see how God can be at work and seen in our lives. The passage is somewhat obscure. Paul’s thoughts focus around the idea of ‘letters of recommendation.’ In the first century world people commended one person to another through a letter, if they could not travel and do so personally. Remember that in the context of the early church, there were still no written scriptures other than what we now call, the Old Testament. Stories of Jesus circulated in oral form. So when a preacher travelled to a new area there was always the problem of discerning the person’s credentials. Was the person really a follower of Jesus? Was the person telling authentic stories from Jesus’ life? There were always people moving around spreading false stories, their own version of the ‘good news.’ One way to try to solve this problem was for known and honoured apostles to write letters of recommendation for travelling preachers.
Such a practice was not unique to the 1st century Mediterranean world. John Wesley also gave letters of recommendation to preachers who were in connexion with him. They were the preacher’s ‘bona fides’ as he travelled the country. Even today, when a person begins preaching they are ‘given a note’ to preach by the Superintendent of the Circuit to indicate that they are known and are part of the fellowship there. Andy Fagg who preached his first sermon at 9.45am today has been given a note to preach by Leslie on behalf of all of us.
Back to Paul and the Corinthians; the Corinthian Christians were a fractious lot and Paul encountered serious up and downs in his relationship with them. He was the missionary who had gone to Corinth, preached and through whom the Christian community had come into being. But the Corinthians were also influenced by others. It may well be that these other preachers had been causing trouble in Corinth and questioning Paul’s authority. So in the passage we heard the Corinthian Christians, or at least some of them, are accusing Paul of writing his own letter of recommendation, of being too full of himself and telling others what a good fellow he is.
Paul is very hurt by this – we know that because he returns to this time and time again in this letter. It may even have been that some of the Corinthians were asking Paul to get a letter of recommendation – from Ephesus or Jerusalem. What a hurtful suggestion for Paul, the very person who had been the missionary to the Gentiles all around the eastern Mediterranean.

How does Paul respond? He turns to them dramatically and says, ‘you, you Corinthians, you muddled, fractious, jealous, beloved, infuriating, joyful Corinthians – you are my letter of recommendation!’

What Paul is saying here is that if anyone wants to find out what sort of a person he is, what sort of a worker for the Gospel he is then they should look at the Church in Corinth and draw their own conclusions. If they, the Corinthian Church, are a letter, it is a letter not written by Paul but a letter from the Messiah himself, written by the Spirit, not on tablets of stone, but on their hearts of flesh. In other words, the Corinthian Christians are ‘living letters’, living recommendations of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.
We might draw back from thinking of ourselves as hosts for the divine but, perhaps, we are able to see ourselves as ‘living letters’ – walking, talking recommendations of Jesus Christ and his gospel of grace and love to others.

The Corinthians were a pretty mixed bunch and certainly not the most holy and united of Christians but Paul could call them ‘living letters’ – letters not written by him but by the Holy Spirit at work in their lives.
As we begin to prepare for this season of Lent, may we open ourselves to the work of the Holy Spirit so that we, yes, all of us, may be living letters of recommendation of the faith which sustains us to the people of our time and place. And may we be surprised and transfigured as we realise that, in fact, we are hosting the divine within us.

Breathe on us, breath of God

Till we are wholly thine,

Until the earthly parts of us

Glow with thy fire divine.  


