
Glimpsing Eternity and Finding the Words to Express That 
A sermon delivered by the Rev. Scott Dalgarno, Feb. 25, 2018 
Based on Mark 9:2-9 
 
As you know, though a given year always begins on January 1, there are several 
beginnings to a year that are more consequential than that random January date.   
 
Think of the school year that used to begin for most everyone the Tuesday after 
Labor Day.  Think of the federal government’s fiscal year that begins on October 1. 
 
Though we at Wasatch begin the church year with what we call Draft Day on the 
second Sunday in September, the liturgical year actually begins with the first Sunday 
in the season of Advent, which is usually the Sunday after Thanksgiving.  We are 
now well into the second year of that three-year liturgical cycle of Bible readings 
that began with that first Advent Sunday.   
 
Now, the first year of the cycle, the whole of last year, focused on the gospel of 
Matthew.  This year we focus on Mark, and Mark is interesting in that it doesn’t 
contain a Christmas story – it begins with Jesus coming on the scene fully grown, 
showing up, as we saw last week, at the river Jordan asking for baptism, and while 
he is still wet from being baptized by John, the heavens open and Jesus is revealed 
for who he is when the voice of God speaks saying, “This is my beloved son.”   
 
Yes, but what that really means will take the whole gospel to reveal, and it is done 
very gradually, because, as Mark understands it, humans are just too human to fully 
understand who Jesus really is.  Even God’s words at the baptism fail to reveal it.   
 
Well, this morning’s text from the 9th chapter of Mark contains a second major 
revelation of who Jesus is – for a second time God speaks out of the blue to call Jesus, 
“my beloved son.”   
 
Now, a few things have happened in those first 8 chapters to reveal a bit of who he is 
– he’s a teacher, a healer, an exorcist, and then we have this moment in chapter 9 
called the Transfiguration when a cosmic curtain is pulled back and for a dazzling 
few seconds Jesus is revealed in such a way that the sight of him is, ironically, 
blinding; too bright to really see.   
 
And if we have trouble understanding what this is all about we can take comfort in 
the fact that even the three star-disciples (set apart for the honor of going up the 
mountain to see this revelation) are just as flummoxed as we are as to what this 
amounts to.   
 
Peter, James, and John are just not ready for it.  They’re afraid; they are full of 
thoughtless chatter, they make ridiculous statements, they are so awkward.  



Now, shouldn’t they be ready for this?  I mean, look, they have been told the story of 
Moses, going up a mountain alone in the book of Exodus, disappearing in a cloud, the 
voice of God speaking to him.  Coming down the mountain Moses’ face shone like 
light itself – why can’t they understand it when it happens to Jesus? 
 
And look at what they have already experienced in his presence: exorcisms, 
healings, walking on water, feeding multitudes, even the raising of a 12 year old girl 
from the dead.  Why aren’t they ready? 
 
Well, they’re not.  They are totally terrified.  I imagine if they had known what 
awaited them on the mountain they would have begged off when Jesus said, “You 
three come with me.”  They would have done what Israel did just before Moses went 
up his own mountain alone – when they said, “Moses, we’ll wait down here.  Don’t 
you worry about us running off, now.  We’ll stay right here and hold your coat until 
you come back down the slope. Be sure to drink some water when you summit, we 
don’t want you coming own with altitude sickness up there alone.” 
 
Next year at this time we will hear Luke’s version of the Transfiguration story. We 
will see how Luke softens the whole thing a bit.  There he has Jesus say, “Let’s go up 
on the mountain – to pray.” And while they had their eyes closed in prayer, we’re 
told, Jesus was transfigured.  
 
Then Luke tells us that while Jesus spoke to Moses and Elijah up there, the disciples, 
Peter, James and John, fell into a deep sleep – Luke anesthetizes them to protect 
their tender sensibilities.  Instead of this being like an Easter story (which is Mark’s 
understanding of the transfiguration) Luke tells it like a Garden of Gethsemane story 
(if you remember that one), where all the disciples fall sleep.   
 
But here in Mark, Jesus knows they are not ready for a moment so holy, so he says to 
them, “No worries.  In fact, don’t say anything to anyone about this until after 
Easter.”  And here is the gist of Mark’s understanding of those remarks:  Jesus is 
thinking,  -- Anyone running around talking about miracles as great as this one 
before he goes to the cross is going to grossly misrepresent the deeper meaning of 
who Jesus is and why he’s here on earth at all.   
 
I’m glad that Jesus understands that and cuts the disciples some slack, because I 
know we’re certainly not ready for this, either.  You see, the only reason you and I 
are up here on the mountain overhearing a little of what Jesus is discussing with the 
likes of the stars of the Old Testament (Moses and Elijah) is because we are reading 
this story.  Right?   
 
We’re up here on the mountain in this select company because we have Mark’s text, 
the original unexpurgated account of this cosmic moment.  Mark has tried to get us 
all ready for it by telling us the things Jesus did earlier – you know, teaching, and 
curing the lame and all, but it didn’t make it any easier for the disciples, so why 
should it be easy for us? 



Maybe if Mark had given us a summary statement before this: something written in 
italics like, The disciples have an unusual experience with a dazzling Jesus up on a 
mountain.  
 
Nope – there’s no introduction to this.  We’re up there, we hear them talking – we 
hear the fear in the voices of the disciples.  The Bible does this stuff all the time.   
 
In Genesis we go up another mountain on an ordinary day with Abraham and his 
son Isaac.  We don’t get a mild summary statement there either -- something like: 
Abraham was willing to offer God his son, but God substituted a sheep at the last 
minute.  No, no.  We are on the way up there with them.  We see the boy,  Abraham’s 
beloved son, gathering chunks of wood.  We hear this little 2nd grader say, “Hey 
daddy, where’s the ram for the sacrifice? Shouldn’t we go back and fetch one?”   
 
Yes, and we hear Abraham fumble for an explanation, and then soon we’re up there 
next to the two of them as Abraham binds his son’s arms to his sides with a bit of 
rope and we see the glint of the morning sun on the knife blade.   
 
I’ve said it before and I’ll say it here again, I wouldn’t read these stories if I were you.  
  
The whole thing happens again at a party in the New Testament.  We don’t need an 
engraved invitation.  We’re right there sitting next to Herod Antipas in the year      
30 AD.  Herod’s beautiful step-daughter dances and the king, on his fourth cup of 
wine by then, makes a foolish vow, offering her anything she asks for.  And she asks 
for the head of John the Baptist on a serving platter.  
 
You call this a Bible? 
 
We’re present also when Paul meets the elders at Ephesus. Such a tender moment.  
He pulls into town and the elders of the church he planted there are on hand to greet 
him.  He wastes no time, telling them, “It’s up to you all now. I’m off to Rome. You’ll 
never see me again. “  
 
They gasp.  They can’t find the words to speak. They just fall on his neck and they 
kiss him.  We hear it, we see it – what right have we to be there?  We’re just readers.  
You know, this crazy book will open itself to anyone who can read.   
 
We open the book to another place and we find ourselves at the cross, and here’s the 
deal, every one has abandoned Jesus – except maybe the two who love him the most: 
the disciple who is called, the beloved one, and Jesus’s mother.  We hear him speak 
to two others on crosses on either side of him.  We hear his anguished prayer about 
being forsaken.  And then we hear what is going to be his last word – a word to that 
disciple who hasn’t run away – “Take my mother, home.  You two look after each 
other from now on.”  



It’s a remarkable thing, this book.  I guess that’s why we say, “The word of the Lord” 
after we read it. To remind us that, even though we’ve heard these stories dozens of 
times, maybe, they’re meant to be unsettling when we read them. 
 
It happens in art, too, of course.  Great art, I mean.  You buy a ticket to a movie in 
1993.  And it’s Schindler’s List, a movie about the holocaust.  And though it’s about 
the worst moment in human history, you watch more than half of it with dry eyes;  
that is, until this black-and-white film shows just the tiniest bit of color – the color 
red on the coat of a little girl who is walking in a line with others to catch a train. 
 
She doesn’t know where she’s going, but you do – you’ve seen her earlier in the film.  
and now you see where she’s going, and that sets you up for the end of the film 
when Oscar Schindler, played brilliantly by Liam Neeson, finally breaks down when 
he realizes he could have saved even more Jews  -- that all he’s done is not enough, 
could never be enough, and he is so not the single-minded man of business we met 
at the opening of the film.   
 
It’s then that his tears become our own.  We get overwhelmed, not by what 
happened, but by what could have happened if more people would have stood up to 
the evil, and sooner.   
 
Oscar Schindler wasn’t ready for what life had thrown at him and the whole thing 
can overwhelm the viewer of the film, as well.   
 
My daughter had a bit of a hard time in high school.  She did well in school, but she 
had the usual growing pains.  High School was sometimes just an ordeal to get 
through for her.  But in her junior year, I think it was, she had one outstanding 
teacher – the subject he taught was chemistry, and this fellow in his forties just 
made it magical for her.   
 
More than that, he talked to the kids about life in general.  Once in a while, but 
rarely,  he’d talk about his own life and because he was a man of great integrity and 
because he had a natural charisma that he never exploited,  the kids were happy to 
listen to him, and lucky, too.   
 
I remember how one day she told me that in class he began to tell them something, 
something personal, and then he stopped short.  He decided it wasn’t the time for 
him to say it, and it wasn’t time for them to hear it, either.  So, having gone out on a 
limb a little bit, he said, “Come see me someday after high school. Come back years 
from now and ask me about this and I’ll tell you.”   
 
Well, my daughter went on to win a couple of scholarships at Oregon State 
University in chemistry because of the spark this man got going inside of her, and 
about nine years after her teacher had said what he had said that day in class, she 
called him up and they had coffee together, and he told her what had been up with 
him that day back in high school.   



Now what that was about isn’t important.  What was important was his knowing it 
wasn’t time yet for him to say what he had to say.  They weren’t ready to hear it.  
 
And, just as importantly, there was something special about the fact that she was the 
only one to remember that day, and his prudent, second thoughts about the little 
revelation that wasn’t yet ripe for revealing.     
 
At the proper time, in the proper place, with the right people -- in the end, only one -   
it was perfect.  But the time had to ripen.   
 
So, let me take this a step further – let me ask you, are we ever ready for the truly 
big things that happen in this world:  the death of a loved one of ours,  or even the 
birth of a child?  I’d say from personal experience, no, we aren’t. We’re never ready 
for that much reality.   
 
I remember when I went to the very first church I served as a student pastor.  I was 
24, I think.  I was only supposed to serve that tiny two-bit town parish for three 
months.  Before I got there, I tried to bargain with God about it.  I knew I wasn’t 
ready.  I’d only had one semester of seminary.  I said, “Okay, I ‘ll preach every 
Sunday, and I will call on the people, and moderate meetings if you want, but under 
no circumstances allow anyone to die on my watch.  Nobody, period. I’m just not 
ready for that.”   
 
Well I hadn’t been there a week and I got a call telling me that one of the young men 
in the church, barely 19, had drown in the Deschutes River near Bend.  A little 
weekend getaway.  And I had to go to the home, and visit his parents and learn that 
he was their only child.  I wasn’t ready.  I was hardly older than he was.  What was I 
doing there in the first place? 
 
And who was I to stand up there in that sanctuary, Sunday after Sunday, and speak 
to all those people, many of them old enough to remember World War I – yes with 
all that life experience?  Crazy.  Well, by the grace of God, it worked out.  I stayed 
with them 7 months, not 3.  Still, I blush to think of it.  I’m glad I can’t remember 
what I said to them. I’m glad no video exists of it.  I’m sure it would embarrass me.  
 
And now that I think of the thousands of sermons I’ve preached since then, I’d have 
to say that most of them I preached too soon.  I wasn’t ready.  I hadn’t had enough 
time, enough life experience, to do justice to the text – to do justice to you.   
 
Thinking back to the story of the Transfiguration, the story set for today, I take heart 
that Jesus said to the disciples (who also were anything but ready), “Don’t worry 
about it.  I’ll lead you into the season of Lent, into Holy Week, to Good Friday, that 
unspeakable day, and Easter morning, too.  I think then you might finally be able to 
find the words you need to tell of what you’ve seen and heard.   Not the perfect 
words, maybe, but some words, good words, just the same.”       
Amen 


