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Barriers to Belief: What Weighs Us Down
Luke 9:28-36

Filmgoers who’ve seen James Cameron’s special-effects-filled fantasy Avatar might describe it as amazingly beautiful, incredibly creative, or magically moving.
The film is set in the future when the earth’s resources have been depleted. A greedy corporation is determined to mine a rare mineral from the distant planet Pandora. This planet is populated by a peace-loving and deeply spiritual race of ten-foot-tall, blue-skinned natives called the Na’vi. They live among a mesmerizing array of fantastic animals and breath-taking fauna.

But CNN recently reported that a group of fans have found the film depressing. Their reason has nothing to do with the greed or violence of the humans in the film or the suffering of the native people.
Instead these fans said they felt depressed after seeing the film because they can’t actually live in the world of Pandora.

One of those viewers posted this message on a fan forum site: “Ever since I went to see Avatar I have been depressed. Watching the wonderful world of Pandora and all the Na’vi made me want to be one of them.”
Other fans’ depression is connected to feelings of disgust with the human race and disengagement with reality. One such fan told a reported, “My depression was twofold: I was depressed because I really wanted to live in Pandora, which seemed like such a perfect place, but I was also depressed and disgusted with the sight of our world, what we have done to earth.”
A film that many people find soaring and spirit lifting somehow weighs down this group of fans. They’d rather remain in a dark theater with 3D images flashing on a large screen than face life in our less-than-perfect world.


And they find it difficult, if not impossible, to put into practice one of the film’s teachings. The Na’vi value seeing—actually seeing other people and the world around them. But doing that in the real world seems too great a burden for these fans who prefer to look away.

We might shake our heads at this response to a film such as Avatar. But how often do we have a strong spiritual or emotional experience only then to have trouble connecting that experience with our larger lives? We somehow compartmentalize what we experience at church or during prayer or meditation or through some other kind of encounter with the divine. We want to hold those experiences apart as special so they don’t become sullied by the things that weigh us down in our everyday life.

Joan Chittister, a leading voice on spirituality, describes this separation as a reflection of whether we see religion as a private refuge or a public presence.
Chittister is clear that she doesn’t see religion simply as a private refuge. She writes: “The purpose of holiness is not to protect us from our world. The purpose of holiness is to change the way we live in the world, not for our own sake but for the sake of others. . . . For some reason or other, we often miss that point. We are more inclined to want a religion that comforts us than challenges us.”

The story about Jesus’ transfiguration we heard in today’s gospel reading seems to reveal something about this divide. This story may be so familiar that we forget that it didn’t take place in a public setting but among a private few.

Jesus had just had a heart-to-heart conversation with his disciples. He’d shared that the path he was to follow would include suffering and rejection and even death. And he’d explained that following him wouldn’t be easy, that it would require traveling a similar path.


A short time later Jesus takes those in his inner circle—Peter, James, and John—up a mountain to pray. Mountains often symbolize a place where humans experience the divine. And such an experience is in store for these three disciples.


On top of that mountain they begin to see Jesus in a new way. Because they don’t give in to what threatens to weigh them down, they get a radically new insight into who Jesus is.

As these disciples watch Jesus’ appearance change from within and without, they see him talking with Moses and Elijah. They begin to understand that Jesus stands in the tradition of the faith story of his people, that he’s to fulfill what’s come before.

But perhaps that understanding comes in a particular way. Chittister points out that Jesus doesn’t appear with Aaron, the priest who was the interpreter of the law, or with David, the king who was the defender of the state. According to Chittister, “Jesus does not appear with symbols of royalty or ritualism.” Instead, he appears with Moses, who led the people out of oppression, and Elijah, who “condemned the people’s compromise between true and false gods as the underlying cause of their problems.”
The disciples see this surprising and perhaps alarming sight. And they begin to gain a new understanding of Jesus. But they seem to have a hard time figuring out how to react.

Peter suggests to Jesus that they stay on the mountain and build places where Jesus and Moses and Elijah can dwell. But Luke’s telling of the story lets us in on the fact that Peter really doesn’t know what he’s saying.

And then to punctuate that point, a cloud surrounds the mountain top and a voice speaks from the cloud. What the disciples hear is direct and simple: “This is my chosen one. Listen to him.”

Through this experience, the disciples gain a further understanding about Jesus. While he stands in the tradition of his people’s faith story, he also represents something new. He will pave a new way to understanding and encountering God.

And as if to make sure that Peter and the others really get the point, Jesus leads them down from the mountain to face the needs and problems of the world. He seems to say, “What you saw on the mountain was important. But you also must see the people and the problems that need you.”

Jesus takes them to a man whose son is possessed by a demon. And he confronts that very really problem and meets that very real need.

By leading them “to the bottom of that mountain to the hurting people, unbelieving officials, the ineffective institutions, and the demons below,” Chittister sees Jesus as revealing that real religion isn’t about “building temples and keeping shrines. Real religion is about healing hurts, speaking for and being with the poor, the helpless, the voiceless, and the forgotten who are at the silent bottom of every pinnacle, every hierarchy, and every system in both state and church, church and state.

“Real religion, the scripture insists, is not about transcending life; real religion is about our transforming life. . . .

“[It] calls us to the Beatitudes, to the works of mercy, to the casting out of demons, to the doing of miracles for those in need, to the being and act of irrational love and burning justice of God. That is what the Transfiguration is about, that is what religion is really about, changing ourselves so we can change the world.”
The Lenten season invites us to put aside the things that weigh us down and keep us from seeing and hearing the lessons we most need. Lessons that provide us with a new understanding of who God is and what God calls us to do in the world.
For we—like Peter—can be confused about what we’re to do when we encounter the glory of God. We can be uncertain how to integrate our glimpse of God’s love, our experiences of God’s grace into the everydayness of our lives. We can fail to stay awake so that we see the needs around us or to listen so that we hear the call of Jesus to take the path of sacrifice and service.


Thousands of years after the experience of Peter and James and John, we too can discover that our encounter with the divine isn’t to be about a private pursuit of piety or comfort. Rather it’s to be linked to our response to the suffering of the world.

The New Testament scholar N. T. Wright cautions: “The more open we are to God, and to the different dimensions of God’s glory, the more we seem to be open to the pain of the world. We are right to be wary when we return from some great worship service, when we rise from a time of prayer in which God has seemed close and [God’s] love real and powerful. These things are never given for their own sake, but so that, as we are equipped by them, God can use us within [God’s] needy world.”

Earlier we heard a portion of a post from an Internet forum. Let me share part of another post—this one from a different blog:
Coming to Honduras for the first time, I was expecting to be moved by the poverty, but I really wasn't prepared for the culture shock. Besides getting used to the food, I had to comprehend the idea that these kids who were so happy and joyful, live in shacks made of next to nothing. The littlest things make the children smile, such as when they were given a piece of candy or a half of a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. It makes me wonder how they can always be grateful when their situation is exceptionally worse than those who are considered poor in the United States. . . .


Tory Dolce posted those words about halfway through our mission team’s stay in Honduras. They reflected what many of us were experiencing. As difficult as it was to see—really see—the suffering that was all around us, looking at it allowed us to see something else. To see the transformative power of a touch or a hug, of offering a piece of candy or a PB&J sandwich, of opening one’s heart to shared love and understanding.


It was a vulnerable place. A place in which we sometimes felt uncertain, ill equipped, overwhelmed. But it also was a place in which we experienced the power of God’s love and grace—and how that power could transform us if we were willing to put aside those things that weigh us down and prevent us from fully entering into the experience.

The writer Kate Huey notes that on any given Sunday, “many of us are surrounded by visions of God’s glory. We worship in resplendent sanctuaries adorned with breathtaking stained glass windows and shining brass candlesticks. We glorify God in the highest, singing hymns of resounding triumph and praise. These aren’t necessarily bad things, but they could potentially result in a separation between the visually pleasing world of glory and the extremely challenging and chaotic world of service. The danger is that we might get lost in the clouds, and forget our way down the mountain.”
During this Lenten season, let’s commit ourselves to not getting lost in the clouds. To bridging the gap between Sunday and the rest of the week. To traveling the path from the mountaintop to the valley where the world lives. To putting aside whatever might weigh us down and prevent us to seeing and hearing all that God wants to reveal to us. Amen.
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