
Heavenly Father, it is by your mercy that we are engaged in this ministry; help us transform from one degree of glory to another.  Amen.

Some of you may remember the Gospel lesson from two weeks ago: People are amazed with Jesus’ wisdom, they all love him, and then almost instantaneously, while he shares with them the truth as he sees it, they get so angry with him that they lead him to a cliff with the intention of pushing him off of it.  Well, if I do today’s sermon right, I may just have an experience to share in common with Jesus!  (  

Today’s Gospel tells us the story of Jesus’ transfiguration.  Jesus is in prayer, and while in prayer, the appearance of his face changes.  Almost instantaneously, John, James and Peter find Jesus in the company of Moses and Elijah.  If you were a Jew of that day and age, that was the best thing that could have happened to you. But then something even greater happens: A cloud overshadows them and God speaks to them directly through the cloud. God’s speech is God’s revelation; this time not as a set of rules given through Moses, but as God’s very own incarnation. This revelation of God goes far beyond the confines of words that may capture God’s intent and desire for God’s children.  This revelation is offered in the form of a living organism. This organism has a body that has certain abilities and yes certain inabilities. This organism enjoys people’s affection, and yes their rejection and hatred.  This organism sneaks out of bad situations, yet it also places itself in extremely hard situations.  This organism makes decisions. It triumphs and yes it fails.  This organism is God’s very own Son.  And those who stand in the tradition of believing that God reveals God’s self, are instructed to listen to him.
Interestingly, the experience of this revelation of God has a shock and awe effect on James, John and Peter; perhaps something similar to what you may be going through today as you worship through an unfamiliar liturgy! ( These disciples are unable to understand what to make of this revelation.  
God’s revelation as a simple set of rules, as a prescription to a righteous life and therefore a culture of holiness was much easier to comprehend than the process of following the organism Jesus who offers no rules and prescriptions to a holy living.  I am often taken with awe that Jesus never ever offers anyone a definite prescription to salvation.  Whenever he was asked the question of, “what must I do…” he almost invariably responded with an abstract and at times even an elusive answer.  What I take from this exceptional behavior of a religious leader is that a relationship with God is not, and cannot be, restricted to rules, prescriptions, customs and culture.  The essence of an organism is that it is in constant change.  Every few days our body sheds old dead cells and renews itself.  At any given point in time our bodies are not what they were a moment ago. They age, they experience wear and tear, and yes they experience birth of new cells. An organism is in a constant state of transfiguration.   That is the glory of God!
Paul speaks of this transfiguration as transformation.  My favorite line from Paul is in Romans 12:2    "Do not be conformed to this age, but be transformed by the renewal of the mind so that you might attest what is the will of God".  
At times it seems that transfiguration and transformation are experiences that are wonderful as long as we do not have to experience them.  Perhaps that is why we love to read about these stories and they make good sermon themes too. But in reality, when we do encounter God whose will can only be ascertained when we are willing to engage with the reality of God’s revelation as an ever changing organism, we at worst wish to push that revelation off of the cliff or at best lose our ability to speak about that experience.  

And that is where I believe the Holy Spirit steps in.  My dad used to say that a church which does not have tongues on fire is a church that is not open to experiencing the freedom that comes through the Holy Spirit.  

This vestry retreat I was witness to tongues on fire.  I heard how a cross section of this congregation felt fragmented. Now this was no news to me.  I have heard this many times before from a number of different perspectives and from a variety of different cross sections of this parish.  I can speak about this openly because this is a voice very much present in the descriptive results of your Parish survey.   It seems that while Calvary has done exceptionally well in bringing a diversity together, it has not necessarily found a common purpose.  This lack of a common purpose, a common walk, and a common witness, often expresses itself through disagreements over issues like the old banners, flags, relationship with the Diocese, and yes allocation of resources for the present and future of this church.

Am I saying that diversity of opinion is wrong! Absolutely not! A healthy church is a diverse church; but a healthy church is also an engaging church! Having a diversity of opinion is excellent; but having the feeling of disassociation, or as it was put at the vestry retreat, “the feeling of being in the neutral gear”, which I take to mean “being disengaged” is definitely worrisome.  If more than one person, one group, one cross section of this parish carries this feeling in one form or the other, then we as an organism should not be surprised that for the last few years finding the resources to carry on as a gathered community is becoming an increasingly challenging experience.     
I would, for the first time through this pulpit, like to say a thing or two about the financial situation of this parish. With those who think that Calvary does not have the resources to be a vibrant church I could not disagree more.  If the Parish in Norwich, in this economy, and also in a time of transition, can up its pledge giving by 15% then Calvary certainly has a potential to do much more.  When I look around those who constitute this Parish, I see no dearth of resources. So, lack of resources is certainly not the reason for Calvary’s struggle with its budget.
Not being able to engage people to the point that they feel it right to put their dollars where their heart is also, yes, that does seem to be a challenge.

But there is also another challenge that goes far beyond Calvary.  It is a challenge that every mainline protestant and catholic Church in America is facing today: An increasingly diminishing younger population.   Those young people who do come to church, often do not feel the same affinity and a sense of calling to the life of the church as do the older populations.  This is not only visible in their giving patterns, but also in their attendance, and assumption of leadership roles, etc.
As a side note, I must say, that, I find it fascinating that the churches often accused of not engaging with the struggles of the contemporary world and being too literal with the stories from a bygone era seem to attract youth in greater numbers and passion. These are also churches far more racially diverse.  And with such statistics on their side, can we entertain the thought of them being more inclusive?

So, how does a church get beyond the talk of being inclusive, beyond the signage that says “welcome” to actually being inclusive and welcoming, not only for this group or that people, but for all of God’s children? How does a church revive and keep the flame of passion for the gathered community alive across social strata, ages, interests, etc.?    

When I was about 10 years old, I remember a sermon that my dad preached.  In that sermon he shared the description of heaven and hell from the point of view of a writer he had just read. 28 years later I do not remember the writer but I do remember the highlights of that story.  Once a man asks God to show him the difference between heaven and hell.  God agrees and sends him to this first room in which there are huge pots filled with delicious food, of course cooked with aromatic Indian spices. ( Well, that is how I remember it! In that room the people had very long spoons. And each person trying to feed him and herself with these very long spoons and failing found himself / herself starving.  Then this man enters the other room.  Again pots filled with delicious food and aromatic Indian spices teasing the senses of those present. Again there were very long spoons. But this time there was no starvation. Everyone was content.  For in this room the people understood that to be able to consume the delicious food that they were blessed with, each person would have to use these very long spoons and feed each other.

While the writer claimed that that was the only difference between heaven and hell, I would say that that is also the only difference between a church that seeks to accept Jesus Christ incarnate as the epitome of an ever transfiguring and an ever transforming and therefore an ever engaging gathered community in which God’s light shines strong; and a church that is blessed with all the resources in the world but finds it difficult to become an engaged community of believers.   
Having said that, let me now tell you why I am so excited to be in ministry with you all here at Calvary.  
In my close to 2 years with you, I have experienced the Holy Spirit right here in your midst. I have seen a quarter of your average Sunday attendance come to explore scripture, theology and the traditions of our church.  I have seen the Bible Study group grow from a mere couple of people to a gathering of fourteen enthusiastic and engaging believers.  I have experienced the depth of inquiry at the confirmation class. I have found the youth engaging with questions that dig deep into the heart and soul of what it means to be a transforming church. I have witnessed the joy of the children discovering that the beauty of church school is not that it is another school but that it is a community of older and younger siblings in Christ; with whom they can share their joy, their sorrow, and yes their frustration over the loss of a perfectly good toy in the form of a dead fallen tree!  Most recently, this past week I have read the many emails of young parents to Mollie about how her personal faith journey was in such consonance with their own desire to be more engaged. I have experienced the depth of concern for people’s well being in the prayer group. I know how deliberate the lay pastoral care team is in ensuring that no person in need feels uncared for. Despite our terrible decision to have no money for outreach, I know that this church has continued to live its Christian calling, locally, nationally and internationally.
There is not a single area of this church today which does not have its heart beating for Christ! In your Parish survey, if there is one thing that comes across loud and clear, it is that you are thirsting for a spiritual life. You are not a luke-warm parish that has no desire for God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit. You have identified your faith formation as the best of your experiences at Calvary and that is also what you have expressed that you would like to see continue with full gusto.
You are alive! And therefore you must transfigure and transform!

So what to do with the issue of feeling fragmented? While at a very practical level I would say that this is perhaps the perfect time in the life of this parish to consider creative ways to be in ministry. The formation of a council for ministries is one such practical step that may help every parishioner find room for being engaged in the life of this church. However, before we start relying on our own once again, let us hear what Paul has to say today about being engaged in ministry. Paul says: “Therefore, since it is by God’s mercy that we are engaged in this ministry, we do not lose heart. We have renounced the shameful things that one hides; we refuse to practice cunning or to falsify God’s word; but by the open statement of the truth we commend ourselves to the conscience of everyone in the sight of God.” 
Yes friends, let’s be honest to each other.  And let us be honest to ourselves. If we say that our heart and soul is in the gathered community at Calvary, then do our giving patterns attest to it? If we say that the young people do not show much of an interest in the life of the church, then have we really spent time with them and heard why they are not feeling assured that this church community is theirs beyond simply their friends?  If we say that younger families do not attend church regularly and that when they do is only when they have an assigned responsibility outside of the worship space, then have we done enough to integrate their life with the life and act of the worship space?  If we say that the older folks have too tight a club in which we do not feel welcomed, then have we engaged with them and convinced them of our passion for the gathered community?  If we say that we want more openness about the sharing of our faith struggles, then have we really sought out all the faith formation opportunities that this church offers?  I could perhaps go on and on, that is not the point, the point is that Paul is right, for any engaged ministry the first step is to have an open statement of truth and to commend ourselves to the conscience of everyone in the sight of God.
I would encourage us to take on this self-reflection during lent.  But today I invite you to come forward at the time of communion in a state of prayer – just like Jesus – to light a candle in prayer for the veil to be removed, and then finding the freedom that the Holy Spirit bestows upon us, when we turn to the Lord, to come receive the body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ that binds us together through the Lord’s table.  
I am most hopeful, and can therefore speak with great boldness, that once we commit ourselves to prayer, just like Jesus, we will experience transfiguration and that the light that we shall light here in prayer will be our epiphany transforming us from one degree of glory to another. Amen.
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