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St Michael and All Angels

Sermon: Tim Long  (20 February 2005)
   Lent Series: Discovering Jesus

Sermon 2: Seeing Jesus  (Matthew 17.1-8)
Introduction I: Last Week’s Sermon
Our theme this Lent is Discovering Jesus. All of us lives our lives under the direction of a variety of influences, many of which are subconscious, and some of which are good while others are bad. Last week Shona showed us how Jesus had to face his own negative influences, represented by Satan, before God could use him in ministry. We saw that Jesus was tempted in three ways to seek easy success and avoid the cross. Shona showed us how these temptations are ones we face also. She thus set us up for this Lent: unless we face and expose to ourselves all that opposes the work of Christ in us we will be unable to follow Jesus to the cross and then we will miss the glory of the resurrection. Put differently, in order to grow in Christ we need to become conscious of the different influences on our lives so that we can become adept at hearing the single most significant influence, our Lord, Jesus Christ. Today, we will explore this theme further, but through a very different encounter.

Last week I saw a film new on the circuit called Ray. It’s the story of the great jazz musician, Ray Charles. As I watched the film with this sermon churning around in my mind, I began to see in Charles an icon (image, representation) of spiritual growth. Charles, let’s be clear, was no Christian, either by belief or lifestyle; but he was a man who was able to hear the “word” which would give his life new and positive direction. As such he shows us what conversion and repentance are all about, even though he himself did not see his life in the same way as I am presenting it to you. I want to focus on this theme so that each of us can explore our own journey into Christ this lent, so that each of us can open ourselves to the Word-made-flesh who wants to speak to each and every one of us.
Charles was born to a poor, uneducated share-cropper mother in the American South. At a young age he began to have trouble with his eyesight, which grew steadily worse. One day when he was about seven or so, his mother sat him down and told him that nothing could help him and that he was going to be blind. He started to cry, but his remarkable mother stopped him immediately and told him never to cry because he was blind, and never to think of himself as a cripple or allow anyone else to treat him as a cripple. The world, she said, has no time for cripples. This word from his mother drove Charles’s whole life and enabled him to achieve what he did. The film shows him going out into the world alone and blind, armed with his great talent and a determination to succeed on the same terms as any sighted person.
Quite early in his career, as an already-established star, Charles found himself caught up in the racial politics of the civil rights struggle. At first he wanted nothing to do with it. When asked not to go to Georgia, a southern state whose racial policies were similarly to apartheid South Africa’s, Charles replied that he was a musician who played wherever he was wanted. When he arrived in Georgia and was walking to the entrance of his first concert venue, he encountered a large and vocal protest movement, demanding that he refuse to play in a state that treated black people as second-class citizens. At first he trotted out his usual answer, but then the voice of one young black man caught his attention. I can’t remember exactly what this man said to Charles, but Charles was converted on the instant, said, “You’re right”, and turned around to go home. Georgia punished him by expelling him for life, a decision that was reversed only near the end of his life in a moving public ceremony of repentance by the Georgia government at the time. My point is that Charles “heard” a voice that changed his life, having spent some time denying that very voice. He was converted.
Over the course of his life Charles became a heroin addict. As his addiction became worse everyone around him tried to warn him that he needed to do something about it, but he lived in denial, as addicts commonly do. One day, as he was facing a long jail sentence for his addiction, his very long-suffering wife spoke to him. She said that she knew she couldn’t appeal to him either as the father of their children or as his wife because neither of those relationships really touched him on a deep level. What she did was appeal to him as a musician, saying to him that unless he changed he would lose the thing that defined his life, namely his music. That very night he had a dream in which as an adult he went back to his home, to his mother (who had been long dead). She took him in her arms, and told him how proud she was of all that he had achieved. However, she told him that he had allowed himself to become the very thing she had warned him never to be, namely a cripple. Coming at the same time, these two messages moved Charles to put himself into rehab. where he endured the most agonizing withdrawal period. However, he never touched heroin again. Once again, Charles had opened himself to a “word” which took hold of his life and changed it for the better. Once again he had been converted; he had repented, and he had grown as a human being. In this he is an example to us of what life in the Spirit is all about even though he didn’t see his life in Christian terms.
Even in his music, as in his life, Charles had the same openness to learn from experience. As a musician Charles attracted interest almost overnight so great was his talent, but the interest stopped at a certain point because his critics (who were also his friends) said that he merely imitated Nat King Cole. They told him that he had to find his own voice if he wanted to become a major star. Eventually he did just this, becoming the man who discovered soul but combining gospel with rhythm-and-blues. Again, Charles had a gift of (eventually) knowing which influences to listen to in order to realize all his potential.

Let’s move from Ray Charles to Peter and the disciples on the Mount of Transfiguration, in terms of my theme, not such a long or impossible movements, for Peter had listened to Jesus over a period of time. At Matt 3.17, as Jesus rose out of the waters of baptism, the voice of God spoke exactly the words spoken again in this passage: This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him. Since hearing those words, Peter had followed Jesus around, listened to his teaching, watched him cast out demons and heal the sick. However, Peter, was evidently only partially converted. We know this by reading what happened just before this episode. In the previous chapter (16) in reply to Jesus’ question, “Who do you say I am?” Peter had replied correctly that Jesus was the Messiah, the Son of the living God. Pleased with this reply, Jesus had proceeded to explain that as Messiah his mission was to die on a cross. Peter tried to correct Jesus on this point, which prompted Jesus to see in Peter Satan once again at work, trying to undermine Jesus’ commitment to the will of God. Here on the mountain Peter once again shows that he hasn’t understood Jesus very well, by offering to erect tents for the three figures on the mountain, not understanding that Moses and Elijah, representing the Law and the Prophets, were subsumed in Jesus who now incorporated in his Messiahship their ministries. Hence God has to say, again, to Peter, : This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him. Peter, although a true follower, has yet to learn that Jesus’ voice is the voice above all others.
In other words, God was challenging Peter to discriminate among the ‘voices’ speaking into his life; to learn to hear and trust in the voice of Jesus. That is what we are trying to achieve this Lent. If we are to grow into a deeper relationship with Christ then we need to learn to hear and trust in Jesus’ voice, as Peter needed to learn this. This requires that we pay attention to the various ‘voices’ or influences on our lives and learn two things: first to listen to the good voices which lead us in a godly way; and second, to learn to hear the particular voice of Jesus.
How do we learn to hear Jesus? Well, we have to be like Peter, that is, already paying attention to the ways Jesus speaks. “Practice makes perfect” is as true of the spiritual life as it is of acquiring any skill. We have to become familiar with the means Jesus commonly uses to speak to his people. One of these means is the worship of the church, another is the Bible, another is your own prayer, yet another is active ministry in obedience to the gospel. All of these are important things to pay attention to constantly. Above all, we have to be ready to learn and ready to admit our sins – of wrongdoing as well as of blindness to the glory of God in Christ.
