Transfiguration Sunday, Feb. 22, 2009

More Thin Places   
Rev. Tom Hagood

Reading from the Gospels
Mark 9:2-9

In the Celtic tradition there are places all around us where heaven and earth almost seem to touch ... barely separated by the width of an angel’s wing. Thin places are sacred. . . they are holy moments ... you encounter God in such a place. It is said that such places give us an opening into the magnificence and wonder of the Presence of God. 
There is a Celtic saying that heaven and earth are only three feet apart, but in the thin places that distance is even smaller. A thin place is where the veil that separates heaven and earth is lifted and one is able to receive a glimpse of the glory of God. A contemporary Celtic poet describes a Thin Place in this way . . .

“Thin places,” the Celts call this space,
Both seen and unseen,
Where the door between the world 
And the next is cracked open for a moment
And the light is not all on the other side.
God shaped space. Holy. 2 Sharlande Sledge, “Thin Places.” Nonpublished
The late Trappist monk, Thomas Merton, encountered such a thin place ... he had an epiphany, a sudden realization ... on March 19, 1958. On that very day ... his mind was suddenly awakened ... as if God reached right into his life and touched his heart ... and he encountered a thin place right there on a busy street corner in Louisville, Ky. Let me let Merton tell you what happened to him in his own words that he wrote in his personal journal. 

“Yesterday, in Louisville, at the corner of 4th and Walnut, I suddenly realized that I loved all the people and that none of them were, or, could be totally alien to me. As if waking from a dream—the dream of separateness, of the “special” vocation to be different. My vocation does not really make me different from the rest of men or put me is a special category except artificially. I am still a member of the human race—and what more glorious destiny is there for (all of us), since the Word was made flesh and became, too, a member of the Human Race! “Thank God! Thank God! I am only another member of the human race, like all the rest of them. I have the immense joy of being a man! As if the sorrows of our condition could really matter, once we begin to realize who and what we are—as if we could ever begin to realize it on earth.”

Later, the power of that moment in his life led him to write ... “Life is this simple. We are living in a world that is absolutely transparent, and God is shining through it all the time. This is not just a fable or a nice story. It is true. If we abandon ourselves to God and forget ourselves, we see it sometimes, and we see it maybe frequently. 
God shows Himself everywhere, in everything—in people and in things and in nature and in events. It becomes very obvious that God is everywhere and in everything and we cannot be without God. It’s impossible. The only thing is ... that we don’t see it.” Borg, Marcus, The Heart of Christianity. P. 155
On top of a mountain a very long time ago ... Jesus led three of his disciples to a thin place ... and Jesus is still leading people there today ... even you. Let us now encounter the living word of our Lord from the Gospel of Mark, Chapter 9, verses 1-9. I will be reading from Eugene Peterson’s translation, The Message. 
1 Then he drove it home by saying, "This isn't pie in the sky by and by. Some of you who are standing here are going to see it happen, see the kingdom of God arrive in full force." 

2 Six days later, three of them did see it. Jesus took Peter, James, and John and led them up a high mountain. His appearance changed from the inside out, right before their eyes. 

3 His clothes shimmered, glistening white, whiter than any bleach could make them. 

4 Elijah, along with Moses, came into view, in deep conversation with Jesus. 

5 Peter interrupted, "Rabbi, this is a great moment! Let's build three memorials – one for you, one for Moses, one for Elijah." 

6 He blurted this out without thinking, stunned as they all were by what they were seeing. 

7 Just then a light-radiant cloud enveloped them, and from deep in the cloud, a voice: "This is my Son, marked by my love. Listen to him." 

8 The next minute the disciples were looking around, rubbing their eyes, seeing nothing but Jesus, only Jesus. 

9 Coming down the mountain, Jesus swore them to secrecy. "Don't tell a soul what you saw. After the Son of Man rises from the dead, you're free to talk."

This is the word of our Lord.

Thanks be to God!

Let us pray: May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all of our hearts, be acceptable in thy sight, O Lord, our strength and our redeemer. Amen.

Those three disciples ... particularly Peter ... just don’t know what to make of what they see.  Jesus leads them to a place where heaven and earth literally touch ... and the full glory of the divinity of Jesus Christ is suddenly revealed. Unfortunately, they miss it. 

It’s a bit too much for them to take in ... I mean Jesus really pulls out all the stops. He calls in Moses and Elijah ... the two most popular Hebrew superstars ... and then there’s the special effects with the dazzling cloud and then, to top it all off, the voice of God comes blasting through in full stereophonic sound telling that trembling trio to listen to Jesus. Bit overwhelming? Yea ... it would be for me.

Yet, heaven and earth needed to touch at that moment. Because there, on that mountaintop ... Jesus takes the first step toward the cross. And in the long walk back down that mountain ... even though no words are spoken ... the reality of his life’s mission ... finally begins to take hold on those disciples. “Listen to him!” And for the first time ... I believe they do.

There are special places all over the world where Christians believe Thin Places exist. One of the most famous is off the western coast of Scotland on the little island of Iona. Thousands of Christians every year make the pilgrimage to the little abbey on the island to experience what many believe is the very presence of God ... a Thin Place. 

When I was in Scotland last year I dearly wanted to make a trek to Iona ... be it a fast one. Susan, Margaret and I made a quick day trip to Iona and the abbey. But let me tell you ... you’re not going to encounter a Thin Place by taking a one-hour walk through an Abbey. My mind really wasn’t set on what was holy ... it was more set on getting the right angle for the pictures and seeing everything before rushing back to the harbor to catch the ferry back to the mainland. 

I remember Iona as some ancient buildings ... sacred yes ... but hardly a holy moment for your pastor. And that’s really the point I want to make. Yes ... Iona is a great place for someone to go and meditate and literally talk with God. But it’s not the only place. God doesn’t just hold up in special places scattered around the world. 

Peter wanted to build a special place on that mountaintop for Jesus ... but God has never been confined to a building ... or a church ... or a sacred place. No ... I believe with all my heart that God is here ... now ... in this place ... in your daily life ... wherever you might find yourself ... and wherever you might be ... you can encounter a Thin Place ... a moment when you are so sure that heaven and earth are one. 

As Marcus Borg reminds us ... “a thin place is anywhere our hearts are opened.” Marcus J. Borg, The Heart of Christianity: Rediscovering a Life of Faith (How We Can Be Passionate Believers Today, Harper San Francisco, 2003, pages 155-156
My heart opened on Friday and I encountered a Thin Place. Wendy Dewberry and I had been invited to have lunch at a wonderful place in town that I wasn’t too familiar with ... Childkind ... a nonprofit organization that recruits and supports the extraordinary foster parents who accept children in their homes with severe medical and developmental challenges ... children who have been institutionalized or in state custody. 

Karl Lehman is the president and CEO of Childkind ... and I hope that we, as a church, will learn more about the love that is shared through his work and that of his staff as well as those special parents who love these children. Now I enjoyed listening to you Karl ... but something else on that Friday touched my heart ... and I thank you, Karl, for allowing it to happen ... and that was actually meeting some of the children and their special parents. 

I have never witnessed such love in my life. Here you have children ... who have been forgotten ... abandoned ... abused ... some having fallen through the cracks of the system ... but even worse ... each has a challenging developmental disabilities including conditions like Battered Child Syndrome, blindness, severe brain Injury, cardiac conditions, cerebral palsy, congenital defects, deafness, drug exposure, epilepsy, feeding tube dependency, Fetal Alcohol Syndrome, hemophilia, HIV/AIDS, profound mental retardation ... the list is actually much longer. 

Then I met Bryan ... a one-year old from Honduras. His parents couldn’t cope with such a child ... he has severe brain development problems ... the doctors had virtually given up any hope that he would be able to do anything ... but to lie in a vegetative state the rest of his life. He was turned over to state custody. But then ... along came Doris ... an African-American grandmother ... I believe she is an angel ...  who didn’t believe what those doctors said. 

Doris had been a foster parent before ... but this would be a new challenge. And what does Doris do for Bryan ... she simply loves him ... 24 hours a day ... seven days a week ... oh, yes, there are countless hospital and doctor visits ... you can hear his tiny lungs always trying to clear out the stuff inside of him ... but already this little baby boy ... has grown stronger ... and his eyes now move about to the sounds around him ... particularly the sounds of Doris’ sweet voice. 

Will he ever be like other children ... no. Will he be loved like other children ... oh yes he will ... and so much more. And there ... sitting next to Doris ... listening to her talk about Bryan as she held that little bundle of joy ... God filled me with a most wonderful feeling ... here was unconditional love at its best ... here was love that expected absolutely nothing in return ... and I saw Christ in her eyes. A Thin Place. 

As one foster mother said ... “You don’t open your heart; God opens your heart.” A Thin Place. A place where God becomes real in this world. 

I experience a Thin Place every time I serve communion to the residents of Coventry Place . .. I can’t even begin to explain it to you ... but there is something so wonderful about sharing God’s Holy meal with a group of people who so lovingly want to receive it ... and to remember that their Lord and Savior is present with them. 

Tears are shed ... prayers are lifted  ... the word is heard ... and some of those wonderful people ... who live alone ... who even feel abandoned ... are nourished ... and filled with hope ... as they remember their loving Savior.

This Wednesday is Ash Wednesday ... the beginning of Lent ... those contemplative weeks before Holy Week and Easter in which we walk with Jesus to the cross and reflect on the meaning of his sacrificial gift for our lives ... as well as anticipating with joy the resurrection. 

I want to ask you to do something during these weeks of Lent ... I want you to be open to the very presence of God in your life ... to those moments when God reaches out and touches you ... when God opens your heart ... in one of those Thin Places. You might experience on top of a mountain ... but I suspect it will be somewhere more familiar.

However it happens ... I hope you will be open to those Thin Places in your life  ... that happen every day ... because they really come in all shapes and sizes ... 
You might experience it while hiking in the woods ... or sitting at a campfire as you watch the sparks twirl into the dark night ... you might find it happens here ... at this communion table ... as you experience the power of God’s love in a whole new way ... you might encounter God just sitting in a traffic jam on I-285  ... or in an evening meal with a loved one or friend ... it can happen in the midst of deep grief and sorrow ... and it can happen when life is filled with joy  ... 
You might experience a Thin Place as you listen to music, poetry, literature, or watching a dance performance ... maybe you will encounter it listening to an Anthem from our choir that just touches your soul ... or in the bond you might create with one of our children or youth as they walk a spiritual journey through these chaotic years. 
I think God creates thin places ... to touch us ... to bring us closer ... to share just a bit of heaven on this earth ... a foretaste of what is yet to come.Thin Places are moments when time is suspended ... and you know that it is a holy moment ... they become stories that couldn’t have happened without God being there ... because they are our stories, and we need to share them ... because in those Thin Places ... God reshapes our lives ... like a potter forming the clay ... and in those places we will know in a deeper sense ... that God loves us more than anyone has ever loved us before ... and that God is with us ... always. 

In those thin places ... if we are willing to share them with one another ... we might just point someone else to Jesus Christ. They are gifts ... we need to unwrap them ... and to share them.

Each Sunday during Lent, we will have an opportunity to share some of those stories. No one is going to be put on the spot ... but during the Call to Worship ... I will make time for you ... if you want ... to briefly share a Thin Place moment that has recently happened in your life. 

And if you do ... know that you will be sharing something very sacred ... something that God wanted to share with you ... a moment when God opened your heart ... and now ... you will have the opportunity to share it with others. 

Remember what Thomas Merton wrote ... “It becomes very obvious that God is everywhere and in everything and we cannot be without God. It’s impossible. The only thing is that we don’t see it.” 
I hope we will make the time ... to open our hearts to Christ ... so that we will see it. I hope you will take the time during your busy week ... to look for those Thin Places ... and be open to them.

Let us pray:

O God, when work and responsibility wrap around my life like a woolen cloak, and wonder is closed off from my life, throw aside my protection. Guide me back to those places where my soul lies open to the cool breath of mystery from your Spirit. I ask this for the sake of Your great love. Amen.  (Explorefaith.org)

