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GOSPEL READING Mark 9:2-9
2 Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and John,  

and led them up a high mountain apart, by themselves. 

And he was transfigured before them,  
3 and his clothes became dazzling white,  
such as no one on earth could bleach them. 

4 And there appeared to them Elijah with Moses,  
who were talking with Jesus. 

5 Then Peter said to Jesus, "Rabbi, it is good for us to be here;  
let us make three dwellings, one for you, one for Moses,  
and one for Elijah." 

6 He did not know what to say, for they were terrified. 
7 Then a cloud overshadowed them,  

and from the cloud there came a voice,  
"This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!" 

8 Suddenly when they looked around,  
they saw no one with them any more, but only Jesus. 

9 As they were coming down the mountain,  
he ordered them to tell no one about what they had seen,  
until after the Son of Man had risen from the dead.
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SERMON - “The Real World”

Back in the 90’s, when I was growing up, there was a new TV show on MTV 
called “The Real World.” My family didn’t have cable so I couldn’t watch it very 
often, but it mattered not—everyone knew about The Real World. Does anyone 
remember this? You actually don’t have to remember it—Real World is still airing 
new seasons to this day. But back in 1992, it was the first in a now nauseatingly 
prolific genre called Reality TV. 

The idea of the show was to select 7-8 agreeably attractive people in their early 
20s, have them all move in to a big, rent-free mansion in a big, bustling city, pay 
them each an allowance of a few hundred dollars a week, stoke a little conflict 
here and there, keep the cameras rolling the whole time.

And Voilá: “The Real World!”

I don’t know about you, but that doesn’t sound like any real world I know. And 
MTV knows this, of course, but tells us it’s the real world anyway, because 
people who are not my father will pay for cable in order to believe that the cost-
free extravagance presented on Reality TV is a real possibility in our world—that 
the lives staged—or at least plotted—and captured on camera could be our life:  
a Mansion in the city, minimal responsibility, maximum indulgence, and all on 
someone else’s dime!

For the vast majority of humans who have ever lived on this planet, there is an 
inescapable irony to that title—The Real World … 

To be fair, reality TV shows aren’t entirely unreal—they are ‘real’ in that they do 
not hide real conflict between cast members—or we might say more accurately, 
that they exploit real conflict—but even the “real” conflicts arise from what most 
thinking people would spot from 10 miles away as unreal circumstances. 

It’s proven good business to brand a show as Reality TV, but more often than not, 
the show would be more accurately categorized as escapism TV. 

Escapism is defined as seeking distraction from unpleasant realities, especially by 
entertainment or fantasy. It’s what allows people who know full well that there is 
about a 1 in 1 billion chance that they will end up with a made for TV life to buy 
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in whole heartedly to the claim that the world they see on TV is, in fact, the Real 
World!

Which brings us to the transfiguration of Jesus.  

Three lucky disciples are chosen to spend a short season in the mountains, where 
they briefly escape the unpleasant realities of the rat race in Roman Palestine, 
accompanied by personalities every thinking Jewish person knows to be long 
dead—the stories about whom are probably just a little too fanciful to be true. 
Moses parts the Red Sea? Elijah does’t die, but is just taken up into heaven? 
Surely this is the fantasy of a few disciples engaging in a little self-medicating 
escapism.

Even so, the disciples buy in whole heartedly: “Ohhh … this is good! Let’s just stay 
up here above all the noise and make this into our real life. Who cares if it’s fantasy, as far 
as we’re concerned this is now the real world.

It may seem like a strange comparison … in fact, I’ll just go ahead and 
acknowledge that it IS a strange comparison to make for this morning’s sermon 
… but what keeps grabbing my attention about this gospel story is the 
dichotomy between what the disciples are allowed to glimpse atop the mountain, 
and the persistent reality of their day to day lives back down in the flat lands. 

Right before they ascend the mountain the 12 disciples and their Rabbi are 
approached by all manner of people in need of healing—because the real world 
is full of illness and malfunction.

Right before they ascend the mountain, Jesus predicts his own crucifixion—
because the real world is full of sin, and is hostile to those who take a stand for 
justice and equality.  
As soon as they descend the mountain, it is revealed that those people in need of 
healing are all still there … all still in need, with the disciples unable to do a thing 
about it.

They descend right back into the conflict between the way of Jesus and the way 
of the rulers of the real world—the world of the flat lands.

In one feasible interpretation, this scene from the middle of the gospel anticipates 
and refutes a charge that is often levied against religion in general, and 
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Christianity in particular: that it’s primary function is escapist—Karl Marx 
famously called religion “the opiate of the masses.”

In this interpretation, Jesus takes the disciples up for their practice run at a 
mountaintop experience, mimicking the mythological character and the high 
places of pagan religion. Peter responds to this experience just like the world 
tends to respond—he buys in a little bit too enthusiastically, starry eyed, intent 
on replacing the natural with supernatural—the unpleasant realities with only 
pleasing fantasies. 

And Jesus proves himself the great realist, saying “No … we can’t stay up here. The 
conflict and destruction we left back in the flat land is all still there … and it requires us 
to be engaged, not off in our new mountain villas with our old imaginary friends. 
Anyway, Elijah and Moses weren’t actually here; They really did die over 1000 years 
ago, and death still means what it has always meant.” 

As reality sets back in, just Jesus is left with the excitable disciples, and the divine 
instruction in the absence of Moses and Elijah, as they prepare to head back to 
the illness and conflict of the flat land, is to listen to Him—Jesus: the grounding 
voice of pragmatism.

I could give a pretty good defense of such a reading too:  
“Sure, it’s not the most inspiring interpretation of this mystical scene, but at least its 
honest! At least it requires us to grapple with the unpleasant realities that actually 
impact the lives of real people. At least we’re not being asked to have faith against all 
evidence to the contrary, making Christianity a laughing stock to the thinking world!”

But alas, this is not the reading I find most faithful. Not to mention, it would be 
an argument against our retreats to Lake Tahoe, and that is an argument I will 
never make!

No, I do not think that Jesus was a pragmatist; not even, in the common sense of 
the word, a realist.

Because—and bear with me here—because to be a realist or a pragmatist is to 
grant ultimacy to those most unpleasant of our world’s realities—it is to 
authorize the reality of sin as being co-eternal with God.
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That’s some high theological jargon, but what I mean is, when we use the word 
realistic to imply that corruption, inequality, racism, bigotry, alienation and strife 
are inevitable and permanent, we effectively deny that God is good enough, 
powerful enough, trustworthy enough to deliver on the promise to make all 
things new, to wipe away every tear from our eyes, to beat nuclear missiles and 
predator drones into plowshares and pruning hooks. 

In fact, the transfiguration asserts precisely the opposite, insisting that the 
mountaintop reality, in which the living Christ shines brighter than the deadly 
cross; in which the dead are not permanently lost but eternally restored; in which 
the divine is not inaccessible, but imminently present—the nearly unbelievable 
mountaintop reality is what is ultimately True … while the flat-land reality—the 
illness and injustice; the warfare and corruption—is nothing more than a 
temporary distortion of the Truth.

This is what the theologian Karl Barth meant when he controversially defined 
evil and sin as nothingness … not that evil isn’t real, but that within God’s good 
creation its reality can only be a void—like a black hole. Paul Tillich wrote 
similarly that sin is the power of non-being, or that which threatens existence. It 
has no reality in and of itself, but only by way of opposition to or absence of 
what really is real—what God created and called good, which points ultimately 
to God’s own reality. 

So … what is the real world? And why does it matter?

Is it the transfigured Jesus, lifted up with Moses and Elijah, with the fortunate 
disciples along for the ride?  
Or is it the crucified Jesus, abandoned by nearly all his earthly companions?

Is it the new heaven and new earth, where mourning, crying and pain will be no 
more?

Or is it the polluted heavens above and sin-sick earth below?

As is so often the case, the answer is probably that ‘both are real.’ But these two 
worlds—the mountaintop and the flat land—are real in different ways, and one 
is truer than the other … just as both the cross and resurrection of Jesus are real—
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but the glorious truth of the resurrection overwhelms the terrible truth of the 
cross. 

Given our opening image of a reality tv show, the metaphor kind of falls apart 
here—I am not quite ready to commend Reality TV as being revelatory of God’s 
intention for our lives. 

But the seemingly fanciful claims of the Christian faith—miracles, 
transfigurations, the universal gift of every human being created equally in the 
image of God, the unmerited forgiveness of sin, life beyond death, eternal 
oneness with the divine—these all are revelations of what is truest reality—for 
God is our truest reality, and God is not corrupted.

It is by our belief in the incorruptible reality of God—the God of the mountaintop
—that we find the strength to engage the unpleasant realities of life in the flat 
land, and to do so as agents of Truth. Amen.


