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A couple of weeks ago, I went down to Baltimore to participate in something called “Ignite Baltimore”.  It was the second Baltimore event of its type, but it was modeled on a format for sharing ideas that is used all across the country especially in technology and design settings.  The event took place in a nightclub, and it was packed to capacity.  Sixteen people had been chosen as speakers and each of us had five minutes and 20 slides to present an idea of some kind, a “spark” that could “ignite” something.  There was no limit whatsoever on topics on which to speak.  I talked about ways to build civil community.  Someone else spoke about understanding evil and someone else about how art can save the world and someone else spoke about succeeding in the corporate world in your 20’s.  

But the talk that has stuck in my mind the most since that night was one that I thought I’d find uninteresting.  It was on productivity, and it was given by a guy named Jared Goralnick who has developed a piece of software to help people manage their email.  In his talk, Jared talked a bit about how to reduce the amount of time you spend managing little bits of information.  But he then talked about what we should all really be doing with our time—spending as much of it as possible building relationships with people directly.  “If you want to get good at something, if you want to learn how to do something better, it’s often much more productive to spend time with people who are already good at that thing and to learn directly from them.”  Another speaker who focused on succeeding in business as a 20-something went on to reinforce the same point.  The key to success, he said, is to be extremely intentional about mentoring.  Look for someone who is currently in the kind of position you want to be in, and go to them and ask them to mentor you.

These comments really got me thinking, and I was still thinking about them when our Worship Task Group started to read and study the gospel lesson for this Sunday, the story of Jesus’ transfiguration on the mountain.  Now, this story appears on this Sunday on all three years of the lectionary.  So I’ve preached on this scripture a lot and thought about it a lot, but this year, thanks to those Ignite Baltimore talks, I found myself thinking about it differently than I ever had before.  

Let me explain.  Each year, the lectionary uses this story to kind of wrap up the season of Epiphany, a season that focuses on Jesus bringing light to the world through his ministries of teaching and healing.  So, I’ve always seen this story as a vivid demonstration of who Jesus is, performed for his often-clueless disciples.  Jesus is glowing with an extremely bright light and he’s standing in the company of the greatest prophet and the greatest leader of the Jewish tradition.  It’s like God has put up a billboard that says, “This guy is REALLY important” right in front of the disciples at a very crucial moment in the story, when their loyalty to Jesus is about to be tested as he heads into Jerusalem.

But this year, instead of seeing the transfiguration as an event that transpired for the benefit of the disciples, I found myself wondering if it might have taken place, at least in part, for the benefit of Jesus himself.  Maybe the disciples were just on-lookers—maybe this event transpired so that Jesus would be able to spend some time with two people that could help him take the next step forward in his journey.

   
What do you think he could have gotten out of that encounter?  What did they have that Jesus might have needed at this point in his life, in his story?


One quality both Moses and Elijah share is courage—spiritual courage and moral courage.  They each had an intimate relationship with God and out of that relationship flowed the courage to stand up to earthly power and challenge it.  Moses challenged Pharaoh, the greatest political ruler of his day, and won freedom for his people.  Elijah spoke truth to King Ahab after the King kills Naboth under false charges in order to acquire his vineyard.  What Moses and Elijah did took courage, and by being in their presence I imagine that Jesus fostered a bit of that same courage in himself.  Jesus, it seems, already knew where his life was headed.  He knew that he was going to face conflict once he went into Jerusalem.  But in order to move ahead, he needed more than knowledge.  He needed courage, he needed to be brave in the face of political power and violence, and maybe that’s what he got by hanging around with Moses and Elijah a bit. 


That’s not the way we usually think of Jesus, but I don’t think it takes anything away from him to imagine him in need of encouragement.  He was after all human, and he was given to us by God in part to be a model to us about how to be human.  Personally, I don’t find it disturbing to think of Jesus this way.  But I do find it disturbing to consider my own life in light of this reading of his story.  

I’m leading a group right now that is working its way through the book, “The Artist’s Way,” a guide to enhancing your creative life.  Early on in that book there is some strong advice that’s kind of the other side of the coin from what we’ve been discussing.  It warns that if want to develop your creative life you have to protect yourself from people who are creatively blocked, creatively stuck.  Those people can hold you back without really intending to, and you have to develop strong boundaries in your relationship to them if you want to grow.  

Now, I understand that advice.  But I run into problems when it comes it looking for positive examples—people I need to be around more, not less.  Maybe you are someone who has really been blessed with wonderful mentors.  But my guess is that each of us has had some time in our lives when we really didn’t have a mentor.  We’ve had periods in our lives when there hasn’t been anyone around us who can show us how to move forward, anyone who has already gone where we know we need to go.  When I heard the advice of that guy from Ignite Baltimore, I started to panic a bit because I don’t really have a professional mentor.  I can’t really think of any ministers who I want to be like.  And I started to feel really anxious about this until it occurred to me that Jesus wasn’t hanging out with Moses and Elijah to get advice on his profession.  He wasn’t there for career development.  He was there to gain courage, spiritual courage.

 
Who has the spiritual courage that I need to take the next step in my life, in my journey with Jesus?  Can I be brave enough to go to that person and say what they say in twelve-step groups, “I want what you have!  I want to be around you because I need in my life something which you seem to have in abundance.”


We’re about to step into the Lenten season this coming Wednesday.  We often talk about developing a Lenten discipline, taking on a practice or giving up a negative habit for the 40-day period between Ash Wednesday and Easter.  But what if we approached the season a bit differently this year?  What if we found a partner, a person that we want to be around for this period of time?  Do you know somebody with spiritual courage?  Can you see them out and find time to be around them?
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