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TRANSFIGURE; TRANSFORM; TRANSCEND
OCT. 26-27, 2011
In the 1830’s in New England, a movement began, though not intentionally. In a nutshell, the movement “originated among a small group of intellectuals who were reacting against the orthodoxy of Calvinism and the rationalism of the Unitarian Church, developing instead their own faith centering on the divinity of humanity and the natural world.”  To these creative people there was too much rigidity in the established religions of the day, and not enough room for excellence of the human mind, with its limitless capacity to imagine and create.   Names like Kant, Thoreau, Emerson, Whitman, and Dickenson are among those who championed what became known as the Transcendental Movement.  
Ralph Waldo Emerson, who was himself a Unitarian minister, said that the Transcendentalist is someone who refuses to be tyrannized by the blatancy of the "facts". They find the source of spiritual certainty in the subtle intuition of the beyond.

If you showed up at all in literature class you surely encountered one if not all of these famous writers.   I didn’t say you enjoyed reading them, but you know their names!

Like new ideas of our own day, they experienced strong reactions to their thinking-some in favor and some, decidedly not!
Now fast-forward to the 60’s and you, no doubt, will remember the Beatles becoming followers of the of the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, The guru who advanced the practice of Transcendental Meditation. During this period the Beatles gave us albums like Rubber Soul, Let it Be, Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band with lyrics like this;
 Say the word and you'll be free
Say the word and be like me
Say the word I'm thinking of
Have you heard the word is love?
It's so fine, It's sunshine
It's the word, love
In the beginning I misunderstood
But now I've got it, the word is good 

The Yogi believed and taught that TM, as it was called, was the path to peace and transcendence, to finally and truly loving your neighbor as yourself. These themes became the focus of much of the Beatle’s music under the Yogi’s TM guidance. 
Here’s the thing, in both of these instances, what was happening is people were seeking something spiritual, something well beyond the mundane…something to feed the soul without neglecting the mind. They dreamed of a better world and they sincerely believed that it could be achieved. They desired a connection with and advancement toward the holy and the sacred. Whether we agree or disagree with the tenets and teachings of the Transcendental Movements of any age, we can agree that the human soul longs for something beyond itself. I think that is just the way the soul is engineered.
In our scripture today we will witness transcendence in the actions and words of  some of those present at the death of Jesus. 
The past two weekends we have been to the mountaintop of transfiguration with Jesus, Peter, James and John. There the Lord was changed into a radiant being with divine glory.  It was surely something to behold! 
Then we journeyed with the Saul/Paul on the road to transformation and new life.   Today take another trip back in time with me to a place of tragedy and victory, where life on earth would be forever changed. Come with me to Golgotha-the place of the skull.  At the foot of the cross there stands a Roman Centurion. Some distance from the cross, a gathering of women, standing by, watching, surely grieving from the depths of their souls at the horrendous scene playing out before them. After Jesus’ death, there was good man who boldly claimed and respectfully cared for the lifeless body of the Lord.
Mark 15:33-41

33 At noon, darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon. 

34 And at three in the afternoon Jesus cried out in a loud voice, “Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?” (Which means “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”)
35 When some of those standing near heard this, they said, “Listen, he’s calling Elijah.” 

36 Someone ran, filled a sponge with wine vinegar, put it on a staff, and offered it to Jesus to drink. “Now leave him alone. Let’s see if Elijah comes to take him down,” he said. 

37 With a loud cry, Jesus breathed his last. 

38 The curtain of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom.

 39 And when the centurion, who stood there in front of Jesus, saw how he died, he said, “Surely this man was the Son of God!” 
40 Some women were watching from a distance. Among them were Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James the younger and of Joseph, and Salome. 41 In Galilee these women had followed him and cared for his needs. Many other women who had come up with him to Jerusalem were also there. 

Mark 15:42-16:8

42 It was Preparation Day (that is, the day before the Sabbath). So as evening approached, 
43 Joseph of Arimathea, a prominent member of the Council, who was himself waiting for the kingdom of God, went boldly to Pilate and asked for Jesus’ body.
 44 Pilate was surprised to hear that he was already dead. Summoning the centurion, he asked him if Jesus had already died.
 45 When he learned from the centurion that it was so, he gave the body to Joseph. 
46 So Joseph bought some linen cloth, took down the body, wrapped it in the linen, and placed it in a tomb cut out of rock. Then he rolled a stone against the entrance of the tomb. 
Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joseph saw where he was laid. 

Mark 16:1
1 When the Sabbath was over, Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and 
Salome bought spices so that they might go to anoint Jesus’ body.
Three very different levels of society represented in this story—a Roman, a rich man, and Jewish women who sponsored Jesus’ ministry. I chose this story for several reasons, which we will examine in greater detail shortly. What I want to focus on right now is the word “transcend” and its meaning.  To transcend is to “rise above or extend notably beyond ordinary limits.” We do get a sense of it from Philippians 4:7 in the NIV which translates “surpasses” as transcends.  You know the verse, “And the peace of God which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” We usually hear that as “the peace that passeth all understanding.” 
The teaching in Philppians 4:7 is that God’s peace is something so beyond the limits of human peace that it has no comparison, just as God is beyond humanity yet is fully present in Christ.  God therefore, transcends the creation…God is in it, of it, and yet above it. 

Truly, I believe, transcendence is exactly what Jesus is always teaching and modeling. Faithfully following Jesus is nothing if not a transcended way of life.  What do I mean by that?  Let’s go back to our scripture and see how these Biblical characters pushed the envelopes of their own humanity moved into the realm of the divine. 

An eerie darkness had fallen over the city. The darkness came at high noon and continued until Jesus’ breathed his last.  As we peer into that gathering darkness we meet a Roman Centurion and a group of women. When night falls we are introduced to Joseph of Arimathea. 
Mark 15:33-41

33 At noon, darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon. 

34 And at three in the afternoon Jesus cried out in a loud voice, “Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?” (Which means “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”) Psalm 22:1
35 When some of those standing near heard this, they said, “Listen, he’s calling Elijah.” 

36 Someone ran, filled a sponge with wine vinegar, put it on a staff, and offered it to Jesus to drink. “Now leave him alone. Let’s see if Elijah comes to take him down,” he said.  Doesn’t the crowd appear to be callous? Just as if they were watching a sideshow. Jewish folklore envisioned Elijah as a rescuer of the righteous in distress. There was an expectation that he would come again just before the appearance of the Anointed One.
37 With a loud cry, Jesus breathed his last. 

38 The curtain of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom.

 39 And when the centurion, who stood there in front of Jesus, saw how he died, he said, “Surely this man was the Son of God!”   Centurions were very familiar with death and they had a well-deserved reputation for cruelly handing out punishment. This Centurion is as the foot of the cross. Why? Well he is responsible for crucifying Jesus!* So it is interesting that he is the first human in the book of Mark to call Jesus “Son of God.”  Not even his followers speak of him in this way. That this exclamation comes from a centurion is very significant. According to Roman imperial theology, the emperor is God’s son-the revelation of God’s power and will on the earth.  But now a representative of Rome affirms that this man, this Jew Jesus, executed by the empire is the Son of God. Thus the emperor is not.  In the exclamation of the centurion responsible for Jesus’ execution, who saw him up close, the empire testifies against itself. 

*(Marcus Borg/John Dominic Crossan THE LAST WEEK)
40 Some women were watching from a distance. Among them were Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James the younger and of Joseph, and Salome. Other than Jesus’ mother, Mary Magdalene was the most important of the women followers. Nothing can be said with authority about the other Mary or Salome, other than both are common names. The presence of the women followers serves to remind us that Jesus male followers are not. They had all fled. In all the gospels, women play a major role in the story of Good Friday and Easter. They witness Jesus’ death. They follow his body after his death and see where he is buried.  In all the gospels, they are the first ones to go the tomb on Sunday and experience the good news of Easter. 

41 In Galilee these women had followed him and cared for his needs. Many other women who had come up with him to Jerusalem were also there.  And just where are the men? Those disciples of Jesus-where are they? Not there, at least in Mark’s version of story.  What gave these women their strength and courage? I think the recognized just how precious life could be when walking with Jesus.  Life was not easy in the 1st Century, especially for women. Living with Jesus each da,y they were valued, not just property or the silent majority. Jesus’ ministry was clearly supported by these female followers and it is no wonder.  If you were a marginalized member of society wouldn’t you draw near and stay near to the one who treated you with love, respect, and value? 
And now we have to visualize this next scene. Let us place ourselves in the audience room of the cruel governor, Pilate, who was appointed to rule over this part of Roman Empire. 
Mark 15:42-16:8

42 It was Preparation Day (that is, the day before the Sabbath). So as evening approached, 
43 Joseph of Arimathea, a prominent member of the Council,  who was himself waiting for the kingdom of God, went boldly to Pilate and asked for Jesus’ body.

Rome crucified insurrectionists and zealots who angled to rise up against its rule. Petty thieves and common criminals were dispatched in a variety of other cruel methods; all intended to insure the person died with no dignity at all. A victim of Roman crucifixion would not to be dignified with a proper burial. In fact, they were crucified low enough to the ground for the dogs to devour their legs and the birds to pick the body to pieces and the world looked on. What would you be thinking if you passed by such a gruesome scene? Right. You would tremble in fear of Rome!

 So our Joseph is indeed bold when he appears before the governor to request Jesus’ body. Matthew calls Joseph a disciple of Jesus. He surely proved to be one by this act, didn’t he? Again, where are the other disciples? 
 44 Pilate was surprised to hear that he was already dead. Summoning the centurion, he asked him if Jesus had already died.

 45 When he learned from the centurion that it was so, he gave the body to Joseph. The Centurion, as we have already seen, is the very man who recognized that Jesus must have been the real Son of God. What a shocking realization this must have been for him! Caesar was not the Son of God at all. So imagine, as he is summoned into the presence of Pilate what must have been racing thru his mind.
46 So Joseph bought some linen cloth, took down the body, wrapped it in the linen, and placed it in a tomb cut out of rock. Then he rolled a stone against the entrance of the tomb. Against Roman practice, Joseph is allowed to tenderly remove Jesus’ body and place it in a tomb.
Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joseph saw where he was laid. 

Mark 16:1

1 When the Sabbath was over, Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome bought spices so that they might go to anoint Jesus’ body. The courageous women appear again in our story to complete the burial process.
I hope you have seen how these ordinary people transcended their situations. 
 From our perspective, we would imagine the women and Joseph trembling in fear. We would expect them to deny any link to him, just like Peter had done. But they did not. 
From our perspective we would imagine the Roman centurion could be nothing but a harden soldier, calloused by a life of cruelty. He had nailed many to the Roman cross, but this one, this Jesus, caused him to go beyond the boundaries of his reality and proclaim “Surely this man was the Son of God!”

Following Jesus is a radical choice. Inviting him into your life will radically transform your life.  Radically transforming your life will cause you to see things with eyes that don’t gauge people and situations as they appear. You can rise above and go beyond pettiness, narrow mindedness, insecurity, and even fear. You can transcend your darkest hour with Jesus lighting the way. 
Let me tell you a brief but powerful story of a transcendent moment. I tell it because it needs to be told to illustrate just what I mean when people make the choice to go beyond ordinary limits.

Corrie ten Boom has long been honored by evangelical Christians as an exemplar of Christian faith in action. Arrested by the Nazis along with the rest of her family for hiding Jews in their Haarlem home during the Holocaust, she was imprisoned and eventually sent to the Ravensbruck concentration camp along with her beloved sister, Betsie, who perished there just days before Corrie's own release on December 31, 1944. Inspired by Betsie's example of selfless love and forgiveness amid extreme cruelty and persecution, Corrie established a post-war home for other camp survivors trying to recover from the horrors they had escaped. She went on to travel widely as a missionary, preaching God's forgiveness and the need for reconciliation. Corrie's devout moral principles were tested when, by chance, she came face to face with one of her former tormentors in 1947. The following description of that experience is excerpted from her 1971 autobiography, The Hiding Place, written with the help of John and Elizabeth Sherrill.

I'm Still Learning to Forgive

It was in a church in Munich that I saw him, a balding heavy-set man in a gray overcoat, a brown felt hat clutched between his hands. People were filing out of the basement room where I had just spoken. It was 1947 and I had come from Holland to defeated Germany with the message that God forgives. ... 

And that's when I saw him, working his way forward against the others. One moment I saw the overcoat and the brown hat; the next, a blue uniform and a visored cap with its skull and crossbones. It came back with a rush: the huge room with its harsh overhead lights, the pathetic pile of dresses and shoes in the center of the floor, the shame of walking naked past this man. I could see my sister's frail form ahead of me, ribs sharp beneath the parchment skin. Betsie, how thin you were! 

Betsie and I had been arrested for concealing Jews in our home during the Nazi occupation of Holland; this man had been a guard at Ravensbruck concentration camp where we were sent. ... 

"You mentioned Ravensbruck in your talk," he was saying. "I was a guard in there." No, he did not remember me. 

"I had to do it — I knew that. The message that God forgives has a prior condition: that we forgive those who have injured us."

"But since that time," he went on, "I have become a Christian. I know that God has forgiven me for the cruel things I did there, but I would like to hear it from your lips as well. Fraulein, ..." his hand came out, ... "will you forgive me?" 

And I stood there — I whose sins had every day to be forgiven — and could not. Betsie had died in that place — could he erase her slow terrible death simply for the asking? 

It could not have been many seconds that he stood there, hand held out, but to me it seemed hours as I wrestled with the most difficult thing I had ever had to do. 

For I had to do it — I knew that. The message that God forgives has a prior condition: that we forgive those who have injured us. "If you do not forgive men their trespasses," Jesus says, "neither will your Father in heaven forgive your trespasses." ... 

And still I stood there with the coldness clutching my heart. But forgiveness is not an emotion — I knew that too. Forgiveness is an act of the will, and the will can function regardless of the temperature of the heart. "Jesus, help me!" I prayed silently. "I can lift my hand, I can do that much. You supply the feeling." 

And so woodenly, mechanically, I thrust my hand into the one stretched out to me. And as I did, an incredible thing took place. The current started in my shoulder, raced down my arm, sprang into our joined hands. And then this healing warmth seemed to flood my whole being, bringing tears to my eyes. 

"I forgive you, brother!" I cried. "With all my heart!" 

For a long moment we grasped each other's hands, the former guard and the former prisoner. I had never known God's love so intensely as I did then. 

God’s love takes us all well beyond our limits.  Jesus is God’s love.
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