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Mark 9:2-9 Sermon by Rev. Dr. Rolf D. Svanoe

They’d never seen anything like it before, there on the top of the mountain. Peter, James and John had gathered with Jesus and witnessed his transfiguration shining with an other-worldly glory. It was a mountaintop experience. I wonder what Stephen Spielberg would do with this story? I’d love to see that movie. 

We are at the end of this season of Epiphany. It started with Jesus’ baptism and a voice from heaven that identified him as God’s beloved Son. In case we didn’t get it the first time we now have another epiphany and another voice from heaven saying the same thing- “This is my Son, the beloved.” But this time the voice adds something important. Did you catch it? The voice from heaven said, “Listen to him.”  Listen to him! On this mountaintop there were two others who showed up, Moses and Elijah, talking with Jesus. They represent the Old Testament Law and the Prophets. For years I used to think that meant that we should listen to Jesus more than Moses or Elijah. Jesus was greater than Moses and Elijah. He was God’s beloved Son! He was the one Christians were to listen to and follow, more than the Old Testament Law and Prophets. And I still think that’s true. But I think there is something else going on in this story. The voice said to LISTEN to Jesus. And so what did Jesus just say? Well, in Mark’s Gospel just before this story Jesus predicted his death and then he called his disciples to deny themselves and take up their cross and follow him. That’s a pretty tall order. Most of us don’t like crosses. I know I don’t. They hurt. And instead of denying ourselves most of us would rather indulge ourselves. No wonder the voice said to listen to Jesus, because what Jesus was saying to his followers was not something they wanted to hear. 

“This is my Son, the beloved. Listen to him!” What does it mean to listen? Most of us are going so fast we don’t have time to slow down enough to listen. And when our bodies slow down our minds are still racing with our own agendas and list of things we need to get done. To slow down enough so that we are truly present with someone and listen can take a huge effort. And yet it can be one of the most significant gifts we give each other. One of the great needs people have is the need to be listened to.
It feels good to be listened to, doesn’t it? We’ve all had experiences of being listened to by another. Those experiences can be very affirming. We feel cared for because someone took the time to listen to us.  Someone has said that the first duty of love is to listen. Psychologists say that deep listening is indistinguishable from love.  I know a bartender who claims that although customers pay for their drinks what they really pay for is someone to listen to them. “Lonely people don’t come to the bar just to drink,” he says. “They can drink at home and a lot cheaper. They come in to my bar to find someone who will listen to them, and usually I’m it.” 

A mother and her small daughter were discussing the dolls in a department store. “What does it do?” the child would ask about each one. The mother would answer as each doll was examined, “This one talks,” or “This one wets,” or “This one cries.” The dolls were rather expensive, so the mother tried to direct her little girl’s interest toward a plainer doll that was more reasonably priced. “How about this one?” the Mother inquired. “Does it do anything?” the child asked. “Yes,” the mother replied, “it listens.” And the little girl quickly and eagerly reached for the doll.

There is a story of a child who was discarded by his parents at birth, and was transferred in and out of orphanages until he settled in a foster home later in his childhood. No one expected much out of him, except for his foster mother. Years later as a successful adult he returned to visit his foster mother and to thank her. He explained to her, “You gave me a gift. You were always encouraging me to talk, and you would always listen to me. And you would always say to me, ‘Remember when you said this, or said that?’ You showed me by listening to me that what I had to say was important, that I was important enough for someone to listen to me. And for that I thank you.” Karl Menninger wrote about the effects of being listened to in the book Love Against Hate. “When we are listened to it creates us, makes us unfold and expand…it makes people happy and free when they are listened to.” As Christians we are called to a ministry of listening.

Our culture doesn’t emphasize the qualities that make for good listening. We learn aggressiveness and forcefulness. We learn to interrupt and score points against each other as if life were a debate to be won. We learn that success is converting the other person to our point of view, not listening to understand the other. This past year we were subjected to another round of political debates. It’s distressing to listen to a bunch of people trying to trying to score points against each other, interrupting each other, two or three people talking at the same time, and no one really listening to each other. 

We’ve all had experiences of not being listened to. It doesn’t feel very good. It says that your thoughts and words aren’t important enough for me to listen to. In fact, it says that you aren’t important. So what happens to people who aren’t listened to? They grow lonely and sad, and sometimes they become mad. They grow up feeling inferior, they fight, they grow distant. Families lash out at each other. And it happens on a larger scale when cultures and religions and nations don’t listen to the other. Nation goes to war against nation. We desperately need to learn how to listen. 
That is one of the great gifts God gives us. Psalm 116 starts with these words. “I love the Lord, because he has heard my voice and my supplications.” God listens to us. The Spirit listens to us even when life is so confusing we don’t have the words to express what we’re feeling inside. The Spirit searches our heart and listens and understands. And the Spirit prays our prayers for us with “sighs too deep for words.” This is the tremendous gift God has given us- to listen to us, to give us a powerful affirmation that we are loved and important. In fact, God listened so closely God knew our most desperate need, our need for a Savior. And God sent Jesus so that through his death and resurrection our sins could be forgiven. 
God has spoken a word, and that Word is Jesus. “This is my Son, the beloved. Listen to him.” God who listens to us now invites us to listen to his Son and to follow Him. In taking up our cross and following Him we find life, abundant life now and through eternity. This coming Wednesday is the start of Lent. Let’s do some serious listening to Jesus as we journey through the book of Revelation. In fact, it’s the only book of the Bible that promises a blessing to those who listen to it. “Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of the prophecy, and blessed are those who hear and who keep what is written in it” (Rev 1:3). Let’s pray for God’s blessing this Lent.  Amen.
