EVENING PRAYER, Sunday 6 August 2017
Readings: 
Psalm 97, page 603 Pew Bible, page 470 prayer book; 
Daniel 7.9-10, 13-14, page 892 Pew Bible; 
Luke 9.28-36, page 1040 Pew Bible.

Theme: Glimpses of heaven and what they mean in our daily lives

I wonder why we all believe in God and Jesus?  Is it because we were brought up to believe and somehow always have?  Is it because we had what might be called a conversion moment?  Is it because we like being able to live our lives knowing that Jesus is beside us to help us?  Is it because we think that there must be more to life than the threescore years and ten or more we have on this earth?  Is it because belief means that we will go to heaven when we die?  Or, most probably, is it a combination of all these things?

Whatever our reason for believing and being here today we probably all believe that what is happening in this world isn’t the end, but in reality only a small part of what the Bible tells us future life will be like.  When I’m asked what life will be like after we die, I must admit I find it difficult to give much of an answer, except to say that we will be with Jesus and it will be a glorious life much better than anything we have experienced here.

However, this morning’s readings and our Psalm all have one thing in common – they each give us a little glimpse of that future we find very difficult to describe.  

Undoubtedly, the most famous of these passages is the transfiguration which we find described in all four gospels.  Here we find Jesus taking Peter, James and John up a mountain to pray.  

I wonder why Jesus chose to take only these three disciples out of all the others?  We also read that he took them with him on other occasions when the other disciples were not included.  Was it because he wanted them to have extra experiences to train them for the roles that they would take in leading the church after he had ascended into heaven?  If that was the case is there anything significant for us in it?

If Jesus was preparing Peter, James and John by taking them to have a special experience what was the reason?  When Jesus came down the mountain he immediately had difficult work to do healing a child that the remaining disciples had not been able to heal.  Peter, James and John would have very difficult times ahead as they founded the early church and coped with the persecution of both the Jewish leaders and the Romans.  

We sometimes experience what we might term ‘mountain top’ spiritual experiences, but are they just to give us a spiritual uplift?  I suspect not; they are to give us the strength to go and do the next task that Jesus has waiting for us to do.

It is significant also that Jesus took the three disciples up the mountain with him to pray.  Without prayer, we may miss out on the little glimpses we get of heaven when we see just a little bit of God’s glory.  Often they will come when we are in prayer, or in a service, or perhaps just sitting quietly looking at a painting or a piece of God’s creation.  

Our Psalm describes God’s glory through the wonders of creation.  It not only describes wonders that have already taken place, the present wondrous scene, but is also a prediction of his future reign where the distant shores will rejoice.  Dwelling on God’s wonders of creation gives us hope for the future when we will see him in full glory.

That glory is described in our passage from Daniel.  Interestingly, Pfeiffer and Harrison in their commentary point out that Daniel says in 5 verses what Revelation takes 17 chapters to describe.  These few verses give us a glimpse of what the future will be like with God sitting on his throne and multitudes attending him and Christ being given power over a kingdom which will never fade away but last for ever.

The verses we missed out remind us that that the devil will be slain and lose his grip over the world which he has now.  What a wonderful era it will be when there is no more evil only goodness and the bright glory of God and Christ.  

But for now we have to make do with only glimpses of that future, because God has still given us each an individual task to do here on earth to help achieve that future, even if we cannot understand why he allows the world to carry on the way it is at the moment with so many evil things going on.  

Perhaps Tom Wright (page 115) sums it up best when he says:

The disciples were overwhelmed by the transfiguration, and blurted out things they didn’t mean (Peter seems to have thought it would be good to keep Moses, Elijah and Jesus there for ever – but things don’t work like that).  They were unable to understand how it was that the glory which they had glimpsed on the mountain, the glory of God’s chosen son, the Servant who was carrying in himself the promise of redemption, would finally be unveiled on a very different hill, an ugly little hill outside Jerusalem. 

We, too, often find it completely bewildering to know how to understand all that God is doing and saying, both in our times of great joy and our times of great sadness.  But the word that comes to us, leading us on to follow Jesus even when we haven’t a clue what’s going on, is the word that came from the cloud on that strange day in Galilee: ‘This is my son, my chosen one.  Listen to him.’

Let us pray:
O God most high, whose conquering glory is yet veiled in thick darkness, create in us good and faithful heats, that we may ever rejoice in the salvation you have sown and in the memorial of the death and resurrection of your Son, our Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen.  
(John Eaton, p 344).

(7 mins)
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