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“A Sense of the Sacred”
2 Corinthians 4:1-6 & Mark 9:2-9
It was one of those moments that I seldom talk about because it was such a personal and private moment.  Stephen, our choir director had spent several weeks preparing us to sing Mozart’s Ave Verum during our visit to Kalaupapa at both Kana’ana Hou Protestant Church and St. Francis Catholic Church in the settlement.  
At the time we were hosted by the Kahu Lon Rycraft who was serving at that time as the pastor of Kana’ana Hou.  We sang Mozart’s Ave Verum in Hawaiian, not Latin.

I remember that morning very clearly. We gathered in the sanctuary of St. Francis Catholic Church and were warmly received by the priest and the members of the church.  When it was time we stood and turned our attention to Stephen and then we began to sing, “Aloha wale . . . ”

One might suppose that the source of our inspiration was the acoustics of the church.  The high ceiling seemed to demand that our voices soar and they did but it seemed to me not by our own volition.  Something was calling forth more from each of us.

One might also suppose it was my imagination getting the better of me.  Did we really sound that great?  No one recorded the moment on tape.  It may be that we missed a note or two, went flat on another, slowed the tempo more than Stephen would have liked, and missed a few of our entrances and cut-offs.

Whatever the assessment may have been of how well we sang the song, what I do know is this:  For a moment I was transported beyond time and space; beyond my own sense of self.  Just as quickly as the sound of music echoed off the ceiling and walls of the church so it was that the sanctuary fell silent as the last note was sung.

Oh, how good it would have been to hold onto that moment forever!  

As I look back over the years to that Sunday morning I realize that that experience of a sacred moment in time happened in a place where there was so much suffering and death.  Within less than a hundred years eight thousand men, women, and children died.  

In a way I believe we did not sing for ourselves or for those seated around us.  It was not a performance.  It was not a concert.  It was a time of worship and a time of prayer.

I believe we sang for Ke Akua, for God and for all of the men, women and children of Kalaupapa and Kalawao who died in both settlements.  It was in the desolation of Kalawao and Kalaupapa that Siloama Church or the “Church of Healing Spring” was dedicated in 1871.  A year later St. Philomena Church was dedicated.  It was later expanded by Father Damien and become known as “Father Damien’s Church.”
Our reading from The Gospel According to Mark this morning is about the Transfiguration of Jesus – when we are permitted to see Jesus in a sacred moment.  The story reminds us of the baptism of Jesus when a voice from heaven affirms the identity of Jesus as God’s beloved son.

However, in our story this morning the voice speaks to the disciples, not to Jesus.  The story is patterned after the story of Moses’ experience of God on Mt. Sinai.  (Exodus 24 & 34) The elements present at Sinai with Moses are also present on the mountain with Jesus – the six days of waiting, the cloud, the glory, the voice and the descent from the mountain.  
The story of the Transfiguration is located in the central section of Mark from chapter 8, verse 22 to chapter 10, verse 52.  This section opens with the healing of the blind man and ends with the healing of another blind man.

In between the disciples remain “blind” or unable to see or comprehend all Jesus is attempting to say to them.  Three times, Jesus predicts his death (Mark 8:31; 9:31; 10:33-34) but on each occasion the disciples are unable to accept a cross and death as being anything but a contradiction of all that the messiah and kingdom means.
Like the disciples we would rather not talk about suffering and death.  Like Peter we are tempted to want to perpetuate the moment.  We would prefer glory without suffering, without death.

But the story of the Transfiguration of Jesus reminds us that sacred moments occur in places where there is suffering and death.  Such a moment occurred for me that morning at St. Francis Catholic Church.

For me the temptation that morning was to hold on to the moment.  Like Peter who wanted to perpetuate the experience of the Transfiguration so it was that I found myself wishing the moment would go on.

But Jesus’ silence before Peter’s offer to build three structures to preserve the moment of the Transfiguration says to Peter and to all followers that glimpses of the future are permitted, but not possession of that future.  That future, like the past, is not the proper dwelling place for the church.  For the disciples and all who follow there is one more mountain to climb – Golgotha.

Like Peter and the disciples we are also unable to “see” and to accept a cross and death as being anything but a contradiction of all Jesus and the coming kingdom of God mean.  Yet we know that it is out of the darkness that light  is at its most visible.

This is not to say that we must resign ourselves to suffering and earth – and to day there will always be wars and famine and disease.  Instead it is to say that in the face of such suffering and death, we will see the glory of God as we respond to bring peace and justice, hope and healing to our world.

Like Jesus and like Peter, James, and John, we cannot stay on the mountain.  We must come down.  Yet even as we come down from the mountain to this place beside the sea, we may say of this area that it is also a wahi pana.  

The literal translation of wahi pana is “a place that is celebrated, noted and legendary.”  That may be said of Mākena.  I would say it is a “sacred place.”

It may also be said that we cannot simply remain in this place or stay within the walls of the church.  We must go forth from this place – not to the mountaintop or even to remain beside the sea here in Mākena, but to take a sense of the sacred into the world.  

We go to let the glory of God out and to bring the aloha of Jesus into the world that the light of God’s love may transform us all.  Mahalo ke Akua!  Amen.
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