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Once when I was visiting my mother, who passed away just over 2 years ago just 
short of 90 years old, she told me a joke that she had heard recently.  A man was 
driving his car through town when he saw a sign on a tree in someone’s yard that 
said, “Baptist puppies for sale.”  He wondered what that might mean, but he wasn’t 
interested enough to stop and find out, until one day, he saw that the sign had 
been changed.  It now read, “Methodist puppies for sale.” 

The man pulled over immediately, and found the owner of the house to ask him 
about the sign.  Well, the man explained, the puppies had been Baptist, but now 
their eyes are open.  Now, I think I must quickly state in no uncertain terms that my 
mother was not, and I am not, anti-Baptist, or anti-anything.  You can pick any 
religions to go in there, and it’s just as funny.   

Because the joke is not about Baptists or Methodists, or any religion, for that 
matter.  It’s about people like the dog owner – people who think their religion has a 
special ability to see the truth that other religions don’t have.  And all religions 
have had their share of those people through the centuries.  

The puppies growing up is really a good metaphor for our spiritual journeys.    Just 
as things change for a puppy when it becomes physically able to see, our 
understanding of the world, and our place in it, become radically different for us 
when our spiritual eyes are truly opened.  I hope that seeing the Truth is what 
we’re here for, not seeing just our own particular version of the truth. 

My mother ended telling me her joke by saying, “I thought maybe you could use 
that in a sermon sometime.”  And here it is.  Because each of our readings today 
has to do with opening our eyes to see things as they really are. 

The apostle Paul gets right to the point in our short reading from his second letter 
to the Corinthians.  If you were listening carefully, you may have been a little bit 
shocked by what Paul is saying.  Listen again: “The god of this age has blinded 
the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of the 
glory of Christ, who is the image of God.” (2 Corinthians 4:3-4) Did you get that?  
“The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers!”  What does Paul 
mean?  Is he saying that God is somehow deliberately preventing unbelievers 
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from seeing the truth of Christ – that Paul, and we, are somehow part of a secret 
society with a very exclusive membership. 

That’s not what Paul is saying.  If you were reading along in your pew Bibles, you 
perhaps noticed that when Paul talks about the “god of this age,” it is translated 
with a small “g.”  So what he is talking about is not God, with a capital “G,” but all 
the lesser gods that inhabit our lives – our need for power and prestige, our 
possessions, our prideful natures.  Whether we’re Baptist or Methodist, any other 
religion, or no religion, these are the things that vie for our allegiance and throw a 
veil over the good news.  They keep our eyes closed to the light of Christ. 

Our reading from 2 Kings tells the story of how the great prophet, Elijah, was 
carried up to heaven in a whirlwind.  But before he goes, he asks his student 
Elisha what he might do for him.  "’Let me inherit a double portion of your spirit,’ 
Elisha replied.” (2 Kings 2:9) Elijah gives Elisha a rather non-committal answer. 
"’You have asked a difficult thing,’ Elijah said, ‘yet if you see me when I am taken 
from you, it will be yours-- otherwise not.’” (2 Kings 2:10) I think that what Elijah is 
giving Elisha is a test of his eyesight, but not of his physical eyesight.  What Elijah 
is saying is that if Elisha is able to see God’s work through the eyes of faith, then 
the spirit that he has asked for is already his. 

The gospel lesson from Mark is also is about seeing a different kind of reality.  
This story of the “Transfiguration” appears in all the synoptic gospels – Matthew, 
Mark, and Luke.  Predictably, Mark’s is shortest and most to-the-point.  Mark says, 
“After six days Jesus took Peter, James and John with him and led them up a high 
mountain, where they were all alone. There he was transfigured before them.  His 
clothes became dazzling white, whiter than anyone in the world could bleach 
them.  And there appeared before them Elijah and Moses, who were talking with 
Jesus.” (Mark 9:2-4)   

The story goes on to tell us that Peter didn’t know what to say because they were 
all so frightened.  And well they might be.  There might be no more apt analogy for 
the disciples of Mark’s gospel than that of puppies whose eyes had yet to be 
opened.  The disciples seem to stumble through the gospel of Mark confused and 
dazed, asking themselves over and over, “Who is this?”  And in one shining 
moment, they know the answer.  There on the mountain, their spiritual vision 
suddenly becomes 20/20. 

Peter’s response to this experience, once he’s over the terror, is to bask in it – to 
try to preserve it. He suggests that they enshrine it; that they try to capture that 
moment and preserve the vision by building booths – small altars – for Jesus, 
Moses, and Elijah.  But Jesus wouldn’t let him.  

That’s because the story doesn’t end here, on a glorious, transcendent sort of 
“high,” as it seems to in this week’s reading.  If we had read on today, you would 
have heard how Jesus and the disciples return to town and are immediately 
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confronted by a young man who is possessed by a demon that causes the boy to 
fall to the ground gnashing his teeth, and foaming at the mouth.  The disciples try, 
but they cannot drive the demon out of the boy. 

In taking the disciples right off the mountaintop and back in to the ugliness of the 
world, Jesus is intending to teach them a lesson.  Those moments of 20/20 
spiritual vision – those rare times when we see God’s reality with clarity – only 
have power if we can take that vision back into a world in need and let it inspire 
and empower us to bring God’s healing and transforming presence to others. 

The gospel reading for Transfiguration Sunday also stands in stark contrast to 
what is to come starting this Wednesday – the season of Lent.  That is intentional, 
too.  We always read about The Transfiguration on the last Sunday before Lent.  
We get a tiny glimpse of the transcendent before we come back to earth to travel 
the road of Jesus that seems to end on Good Friday in the shadow of the cross.  
Lent is fittingly placed right after the experience of the Transfiguration, because 
Lent is a time when we ask God to improve our vision. 

You see, our spiritual vision is like our physical vision in a very important regard.  
They can both be improved with practice.  And the whole idea of Lent is to practice 
looking for the presence of God.  In the words of Paul’s letter to the Corinthians, 
during Lent we try to see for ourselves just who and what are the “gods of our age” 
that are blinding us to the glory of the gospel message of Christ.  And the easiest 
way to see is to be active in our looking. 

Every year as we enter the season of Lent, I encourage you to use Lent as a time 
to instill some special discipline in your spiritual life.  But it is not for the sake of 
doing it.  It is to experience the difference it can make in your spiritual life – in your 
personal walk with Christ.  This year we have what I think is a special opportunity.  
If you are on our email list, you have already received a letter from me in the form 
of a special issue of our newsletter, “LifeNotes.”  There will be copies of the letter 
downstairs at fellowship hour, in case you don’t have email. 

My letter says that we have been invited (challenged, really) by our District 
Superintendent, Rev. Betsy Ott, to join with her and our brothers and sisters in 
other district churches in a 40-day period of prayer and fasting.  I am asking you to 
do so, with me, during the 40 days of Lent beginning this coming Wednesday, 
February 14th. 

Rev. Ott’s “Call to Prayer and Fasting” is attached to my letter, and I hope you will 
read it in its entirety.  But the commitment is pretty simple.  Pray daily – when and 
however you choose.  Fast daily.  Define it however you wish, but commit yourself 
to abstaining from something.   

Exactly what you do is less important than being intentional about seeking God 
over the next 40 days.  If you slip up, don’t say, “Oh well, there’s always next 
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year.”  Start over.  God will always give you another chance.  And when you feel a 
little hungry; when you’ve given up meat, and are thinking how nice a bite of a 
hamburger would taste; or as you watch a friend dive into a slice of the chocolate 
cake that you are abstaining from, that’s a signal.  That’s the time for you to let 
your thoughts turn to God, and to breathe a prayer.  If you have a hard time 
thinking of prayers to say, let me suggest one from today’s scripture readings: 

“Lord, as you did for Elisha, the prophet, give me a double measure of faith. 

Like you did for Paul, help me to recognize the “gods of this age” that have 

 blinded me to Christ’s radiance. 

Then, like the disciples, send me back into the world to be a bearer of your  

light to others.” 

If that’s too long for you to remember, here’s a shorter one: 

“Lord, open my eyes.” 


