OUR MISTAKES: FIRST STEPS TOWARD HEALING
a sermon by Rev. Scott Dalgarno, delivered Feb. 11, 2024, Transfiguration Sunday based on Mark 9:2-9
This is Transfiguration Sunday.   The story of Jesus’ transfiguration is so different from most of the Jesus stories.  Most are so down to earth.  Even when he performs miracles of healing they’re often earthy.  I mean, he uses spit to cure blindness.  But this one is un-earthly; 
a lightning bolt variety. 
And it scares the daylights out of Peter, James and John.  They react as you and I might.  They try to find a way to keep busy.  It’s so startling.  They plan a building project to commemorate the moment and place.  Three booths.  But God interrupts them.  God scolds them.  God says, “This is my beloved son.  Shut up and listent to him.”  Which is way too much for them.  They hit the deck.  That’s when Jesus coaxes them to their feet and says,  “Do not be afraid.”  
Imagine being scolded by God. 
I remember reading about a visit former President Harry Truman made to California when I was a kid growing up there.  After giving a speech at an Elementary School a sixth grader asked him the following question:  “Mr. President, what do you think of our local yokel, Governor Brown?”  And Truman called the boy out, saying that he needed to speak respectfully of the governor of his state.  Now at the end of the proceedings, Truman asked to see that boy privately for a few minutes.  He knew that a child who had been scolded by a president of the United States might carry that as a scar, so he exchanged addresses with that boy and they became pen pals.  Pretty impressive.  
Well, being scolded by a president is one thing, but God is a whole other matter. There’s nothing like real holiness to terrify.  I remember visiting the Church of the Holy Sepulcer in Jerusalem in 1999.  I’d seen a bit of Europe.  
I’d been to a number of “holy” places in New Mexico and Italy, but nothing I’d ever seen or touched prepared me for the deep holy terrified feeling I got, being in proximity to the huge greenish rock enclosed in that church where Roman soldiers set up crosses 2000 years ago. I can in no way account for it.  There was just this scary energy there for me that was palpable, that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.  I’ve not had such an experience before or since.  
So often in life, we tend to act like Jesus’ disciples when facing what seems bigger than us. Rather than attend to the moment, we act busy.  Peter comically wants to start a building project. 
Rather than stand at our full height when we come face to face with something potentially threatening, we tend to cower and crouch down.  
We tend to resign ourselves, to give up, we go to bed, or just tune out.  Sometimes we even wallow in those moves.  We marinate ourselves in fear, or failure. It’s, at least, familiar.  Right?  

If you grew up when I did, you were probably asked to read Charles Dickens’ novel, Great Expectations in your freshman year of high school.  It’s so very atmospheric with the English rain, wind and fog. Remember the central character, the little boy, Pip?  

And his odd benefactor, an escaped prisoner, living in a cemetery like one of the demon possessed Jesus has so much to do with in the gospels.  

Pip is sent to play with a little girl named, Estelle who lives with a strange woman,  the rich and cruel Miss Havisham, who was jilted on her wedding day many decades before.  

An old woman now, she sits in her parlor with the colossal wreck of a wedding cake still there on the table.  It is covered in mold and spider webs and dust. It looks something like the Titanic sitting on the bottom of the North Sea. 

The clock in the room is stopped at the moment she was told that her groom was not going to show up.  Twenty minutes to nine.  

Pip is led in to meet her for the first time. He stands there and takes in this Gothic looking woman seated in her now yellow wedding dress.  

“Look there,” she says, to little Pip, pointing to her sternum, “What do you see?” 

“Your heart,” he says.  And she rushes on, somewhat gleefully, to say, “Broken.”

Like much in Dickens, it seems a caricature, except that there really are people like her.  I remember a friend in a similar situation.  He missed getting a commission in the military around the age of twenty.  He never recovered from it.  He worked in his father’s hardware store for years, but that single failure turned him into the saddest creature on earth.  He was always stuck, looking backward in regret.  

Listen to this short poem by Stephen Crane. ("In The Desert")
In the desert

I saw a creature, naked, bestial,

Who was squatting upon the ground,

He held his heart in his hands,

And ate of it.

I said, "Is it good, friend?"

"It is bitter -- bitter," he answered;

"But I like it

Because it is bitter,

And because it is my heart

It has been said before -- other people can hurt us, hurt us terribly, but no one can do violence to us the way we can do violence to ourselves.

You know, some sad people have an inner voice that whispers in their ears from time to time, saying, "You are worth nothing.  You've never been worth anything.  You will never BE worth anything.”

The greatest temptation of the Prodigal son in Jesus’ famous parable, was not wine or women. The greatest temptation he faced was to believe that he was unforgivable.  That he was worthless. That he is every bad thing his very proper elder brother thinks he is.  

But the prodigal eventually has a great psychological insight.  He takes the only job he can get in the foreign country he has gone to – feeding pigs.  And at one point he grows so hungry, the slop he is feeding the pigs begins to look good to him.  It’s at that moment that he realizes how far he has fallen. Jesus says that at that moment,  "He came to himself.”  He decided then to go home.  
I am NOT a pig" he must have said internally.  

This scripture's first message to us is simply,  "Don't allow such a lie to control your life. “  Don’t buy the line that you are beyond all hope.  

In Psalm 139 of the old Revised Standard translation of 1952, the Psalmist,  speaking of God says,  “You are fearfully and wonderfully made.”  But that made no sense.  God is not “made.” In 1990 we got a new translation.  The New Revised Standard version, and there the line reads,   "I am fearfully and wonderfully made."  And we are.  Even with all our foibles.

When God speaks out of the sky in this morning’s story, note what God says and doesn’t say.  God doesn’t say to Peter and the others, “you cowardly wretches.  You’re bound for hell.”  No, God says, “This is my son, the beloved one, in whom I am well pleased.”  
Now, we can say, “Well, Jesus is beloved and, by contrast, I’m chicken manure.” Or we can see that God’s love for us was manifest in his sending this one to show us what being loved is all about.  

But, heaven knows, there are so many of us on this earth who grow to man or womanhood without ever knowing what it means to be loved.  

The late Steven Covey in his book, 7 Habits of an Effective Family, speaks of what he called “the airplane metaphor.”

The metaphor goes this way:   Ninety percent of the time, every airplane that depends on a pilot is off course at least a little bit.  It requires constant attention. Tending. The pilot must always be working to turn it back on course.  

In the same manner, no family is perfect, he writes.  All families are dysfunctional.  The families that work and prosper are those where the players intentionally make choices to get back in the game when things go badly, staying on top of problems.  

But we can only do that when we go easy on ourselves.  How are you with that?
Kathleen Norris, in her book, Dakota, speaks of moving into her grandmother’s old house and finding a handwritten prayer in her grandmother's Bible:   "Keep me gentle with myself   Keep me easy in disappointment."    I like that, a lot.   

In a week we will begin a new adult class here on zoom on Sunday nights on the subject of Christian mystics.  On the fifth Sunday of the class we will discuss the winsome French mystic, St. Terese, who lived in the early part of the 20th century.  She once wrote these words:   "If you can serenely bear the trial of being displeasing to yourself, you will be, for Jesus, a pleasant place of shelter."

Conversely, if you continue forever beating yourself down, there is no way that Jesus, or any bit of grace, can take shelter in you.

The Prodigal son would have known this very well.  

But we can be expert at beating ourselves down.  How then can we stand up?  Well, listen to this marvelous word of encouragement from Fr. Richard Rohr:

"When you can trust that there is a part of you that has always said yes to God, that  you can trust your soul, even if you've gone down a lot of dead ends.  Even those dead ends will be turned around.  That's the providence of God.  Trust that even your dead ends, your mistakes, your sins were still misguided attempts to find love.  Don't hate yourself, just be honest with yourself!  
Even your sexual forays, your drug problems, your alcoholism -- they were all misguided attempts to find the Great Love. Your heart of hearts says, 'I know the foundation of reality is love'... It's written in your soul, you came forth from it . Religion reminds us of what we've all forgotten and what our soul already knows.  When we see God it will not be a new discovery.
It will be a profound recognition of that heart and soul of yourself that is already in union with God." 


 I don’t imagine it was at all easy for the prodigal, even with the father’s welcome.  The son continued to meet the judging eyes of his older brother. His own self-judgment continued to haunt him, though his father had blunted it.  But healing begins and over years it can transform us.  Transform us into what we can truly be in the minefield that is the life we are living. 

I know of a man named Robert who had a hard time growing up.  He was not an unusual kind of man, he just used lousy judgment and repeatedly.  He made bad decisions about his education, made a decision to marry too early, and that led to a lousy first marriage because he was just too immature.  

But somewhere around forty, you know, when life is really just getting started, for most people, things began to come together for Robert.  He stopped beating himself up so much.  He started letting people like him.  He tried to stop expecting the worst to happen. He started expecting better from himself.  

With a ton of anxiety he entered into a second marriage to a lovely woman who had a ten-year-old daughter. And this was the sticking place.  The daughter had loved having her mother all to herself for years, and so she resented Robert. She saw him as an intruder.  He was to her, unnecessary;  
a rival for her mother’s affections.
Now, had Robert entered into this marriage a couple or three years earlier it probably would have gone south quickly.  But Robert had developed a thick enough skin, and a long enough fuse and a patience with himself and life that was new for him.  

It wasn’t easy.  The little girl did everything she could to come between them.  She pouted and snapped at him, and manipulated situations all she could and in doing so she played on Robert’s old belief that he was a lousy father.  
But Robert did the best he could now not to push himself on her, not to be manipulated when she triangulated things.  
He just kept on being as warm and unthreatening and as undemanding as he could be, even though it hurt every time she rejected him.  

And then one day at a school picnic for kids and parents the girl met a new friend and brought her over to meet her mother.  As usual, Robert stepped aside and didn’t interfere.
Once the girls had visited briefly the girl turned to Robert and for the first time said, with a kind of pride, “This is my daddy.”  And Robert found that those four little words just overwhelmed him.  He knew in that moment that everything was going to be okay.  

He’d gone through a lot of disappointment in his first forty years.  He’d disappointed himself a lot, but he had turned a corner.  He looked at life and he looked at himself very differently now.

So remember, "No one can do violence to us the way we can do violence to ourselves."  Remember Kathleen Norris’ grandmother’s mantra: "Keep me gentle with myself   Keep me easy in disappointment."  
And take heart from St. Terese.  

"If you can serenely bear the trial of being displeasing to yourself, you will be, for Jesus, a pleasant place of shelter."  We can all, like Robert, be transfigured.
Amen

