
I think every little boy and maybe little girls at some point want to be a fireman.  I don’t know what it is, maybe it’s the trucks and the sirens and the sense of importance that is attached to the work.  Fireman help people and are admired.  There’s this sense of wanted to save the day maybe.  To be a hero.  But as we start off this morning I’d like you to try in your mind to find that vision of glory that a young boy would have of being a fireman.  Of showing up in your big truck and saving the day and putting out the fire.  Can you find that in yourself?  Might not be a fireman, but it must have been something.  Its like a dream, and it just is the best feeling the world.  I was one of those little boys who always wanted to be fireman.

And so when I came out to rural Nebraska to be a pastor and someone asked me if I was interested in being on the fire dept. in Niorbara it was one of the coolest things that I had ever experienced.  It was a mountain top experience.  I never thought that a dream like that could ever be possible for me.  And so I went down there and took the classes and became an EMT and could hardly wait to really be a real fireman/ambulance guy.  It sounds a little silly maybe, but I hope you all know what I mean, and what I’m after here.  Its something inside of you.  This is something you really want to do and you can hardly wait to do it.  And you have this idea about how good its going to be.

And so I wasn’t really ready for what happened on the day a few months after I joined, when we had this fire.  And I was first one at the fire hall and so I got in the pumper truck and started it up and pulled it out.  Well, a guy by the name of Mike got in on the other side.  And I could tell right away that something was wrong.  He laid in to me from the minute we took off about when to shift, how to shift, where to go, what to.  Nothing I was doing was right.  And then came kicker.  We pulled into this driveway that we had to go down to get out behind this house where the field was on fire.  And a little branch on the side of tree hit the truck.  And that was it.  Mike laid in to me with both barrels.  And when we got to the fire, he took out this shovel and slammed it on the ground and just went off on what an idiot I was.  There was a fire going on.  And I’ll tell you what.  Every one of those little boy dreams about being a fireman was gone.  You know what the problem was?  Mike wanted to drive.  This wasn’t in the dream about being a fireman.  All the little petty garbage and arguments and egos that would be a part of it.


You know what I mean right?  You want to do something good.  You start off with enthusiasm.  But as you go about doing it, suddenly your dream runs aground hard on the rocks of reality.  Some of your have heard this before, but I tell this story at weddings once in a while about a good pastor friend of mine who was having dinner with his bride on their wedding night.  And he was just on top of the world.  To sit there with his new bride on their honeymoon at the fancy hotel.  And she was so beautiful and he was just so amazed that she has said yes.  And as she looked up from her dinner at the fancy hotel, he could hardly wait to experience what she would have to say.  This is what she said,  “Do you always put that much butter on your potato?  Right?  You know what I mean.  From the top to the bottom.  From the high to low.  From visions of glory to conflict and criticism.  I can’t imagine any human being that hasn’t had this experience at the very center of who they are.


I’ve talked with a lot of people about church though out my life.  And at the center of most of the discontent is exactly this story.  People had this glorious vision of what a church is.  God is love and and we all love everybody.  And they want this mountain top experience.  But many, many people sit at home angry and dissillusioned, because a real church didn’t quite live up to the glories of the mountain top.  You have to get this lesson I think or you won’t be very happy in life.

This is a crucial issue we all face in life, it’s called the experience of being dissillusioned.  There Jesus is on top of the mountain.  And its just the realization of a dream.  From the biblical point of view nothing could be better.  This is the vision of the glory of God, the creator of the universe.  A vision of glory, of the prophet Elijah, and Moses and Jesus and the voice of God calling to his people to listen.  It’s the highpoint of Jesus life on eartt.  It’s the dream of the Scriptures.  It’s the dream of the spiritual.  Communion with God.  Being together. It’s what is meant to be. 

But look at what happens next day.  Disillusionment.  When he comes back down off the mountain its back to the same old junk isn’t it?  The disciples fail.  And Jesus, the one who the day before was transfigured in glory, is now livid with frustration and anger.  You faithless and perverse generation.  How long must I put up with all of this we’ll just say baloney today?   I’ve had enough.  Jesus and Peter having seen such a wonderful vision of what might be, now had to come to terms with a harsh reality that was very, very different.  What a disillusionment.  O.K., O.K.  I’ll heal the kid, but this is getting old.  And all the people were astounded at the greatness of God.  

How do you deal with this in your life?  In your marriage?  In your family?  At your job?  With just about everything we buy?  That the vision of what you want is usually quite different from what you get?  When we don’t know what to do with this experience the results can be catastrophic.  Look at the war this week.  What a total disaster.  But why is it happening?  Because Vladimir Putin and his old Soviet patriots have not been able handle the disillusionment that was the result of losing the old Soviet Union.  But it’s not just Putin and the Russians.  Many of us in this country still can’t handle the disillusionment of losing our own country either.  Many are still fighting the Civil War. Disillusioned with the decline of the church.  It’s a big part of why we’re so angry in this culture.  Disillusionment.  This is not turning out like we thought it would.  It’s part and parcel of life, it comes with living.  How to we deal with this?  Well, we start a war, or an argument, or get mean.  Maybe depressed
So we do our best to avoid the experience, I think.  Probably the most popular way to avoid this painful reality of disillusionment is to just try to stay high.  Stay “up”.  That’s what Peter wanted to do.  Set up camp on the mountain top. Let’s just stay in the glory.  And so a lot of people deal with life by trying to go from one high to next.  Lots of ways to do it.  And that is the reason for drug and alcohol abuse right?  I just don’t want to experience the frustration and pain of reality.  But it might not be drugs, could be shopping, or this constant need to sort of mood alter.  From the T.V. to the computer to the phone to the chocolate box.  Trying not to come down.  A lot of religion is about this.  The constant high, the constant glory.  Religion is getting your boost for week, the pastor better provide.  Mountain top to mountain top.  Keep us from going down into the valley of disillusionment.  

But lets stop for a minute and think about this.  Think about the word.  Disillusionment.  What does it mean?  It means of course, getting rid of illusions.  What are illusions?  Illusions are things that are wrongly perceived.  An illusion is something that looks like one thing, but actually isn’t it.  Magicians practice the art of illusion.  Fooling your eyes.  An illusion deceives you.  It’s a false belief.  Well, do you really want to live being deceived?  Being fooled.  And illusion is misinformation.  Do you want to live with a false belief about yourself, or your community, or your country?  Or God?  Don’t we want to know the truth, or see the truth, or be the truth, or tell the truth.  Well, in order to do that, you need to be what?  Dissillusioned.  You need your illusions taken away to know the truth.  Right?  

So keep thinking.  What does it mean then if you find yourself experiencing disillusionment?  Maybe it’s not all bad is it?  In fact, maybe it’s pretty darn close to something I would think we all really want.  Because who wants to live in an illusion?  Who wants to be fooled?  Who wants to be false?  Who wants to be a phony?  I doubt anyone here today would say that they want to be any one of those things.  Well, how will you get past it?  Exactly.  You need to go through a process of disillusionment.  In other words, this is not something to be avoided at all.  Maybe it can be good.  Maybe it’s the way.  The way of the cross.  The next time you feel disillusioned in your marriage, or with your kid, or your country, or yourself can you rethink it maybe?  At least be open to the possibility that this is a way of getting to a truth you need to learn.  A way to get past a false perception that you have?
This text always comes on the Sunday before what?  Ash Wednesday.  There it is.  The mountain top on Sunday and then you come to church on Wednesday and hear your pastor say, “remember that you are dust and to dust you shall return”.  There it is.  From the mountain top of life to the disillusionment of death.  We will do everything possible to take away any illusion you might have about your own immortality.  Perhaps there are some who would say to themselves, “well, that’s negative.  That’s dark”.  Or maybe that kind of honesty about ourselves might be just what we need to have good laugh.  Maybe it’s true what my mentor told me a long time ago when he said, “Mark, the say you face the reality of your own death is the day you begin to live.  Sure it’s a long fall from the glory of the mountain top.  But maybe learning to share the truth together is learning to love each other.  Be together rightly.  Maybe it is the key to seeing this day for the gift that it is.  For life as the gift that it is.  And the reality of a God who will raise us from the dead.


The journey of Lent usually includes the journey of uncovering our sins.  Well, that will always be a bit of a disillusionment right?  A bit painful, maybe a lot.  But that’s going to cross isn’t it?  Should we avoid that?  Should we avoid taking up that cross?  Discovering our illusions?  Our false beliefs?  The misinformation we believe?  Or isn’t that exactly the way that God works in our lives?  Isn’t that exactly the journey that Jesus lead the disciples on.  Wow, great, miracles, wonderful.  Lot’s of highs.  Oh we love you Jesus!  But then came the disillusionment.  And they all ran away.  They all betrayed him.  Judas gets a bad rap, all of the disciples were just as bad.  But didn’t that self-discovery lead them to the truth of who God is?  Are you ready to discover the truth about yourself?  Ready for some disillusionment?  Getting rid of illusions?  Isn’t that a huge piece of what it means to follow Jesus?  Believe me, it is life-long task.  Can you approach it with faith, and hope, and love?  I’ll tell you there is nothing better than to find hope where you’ve been wrong and need to be righted, rather than getting all mad.  When you can do that you are at peace.  And you have a piece of Good News to bring to the world.  It’s painful, but it’s not negative.  In fact, its’ the hope of the world.  To get rid of the illusions and get real. 


So the next time you find yourself disillusioned maybe you can remember our lesson for today.  The next time you say, “how much longer am I going to have to put up with this garbage, or neighbor, or whatever it is”.  Just remember that right there, not on the mountain top is where all the people were astounded at the greatness of God.  Cutting through the illusions to bring you the healing that you need.  Amen.

But then of course there are also those who do just the opposite.  They just stay in the lows.  These folks are uncomfortable I think, with feeling really good.  You’re going to be disappointed anyway, so why get your hopes up?  Don’t get too excited.  Its just easier than facing the frustration all the time.  I’ve got a country music song in my CD collection by Meryl Haggard.  And its about a relationship that a guy has with his wife.  Here’s the title:  “Its not love, but its not bad”.  It’s just sad.  And you can learn to live that way.  Its not really love, or joy, or peace, or good, but in order to avoid disappointment and getting “hurt again”, you give up on the mountain top all together.

We live in a culture that separates highs and lows.  If your happy you can’t be sad.  If your sad your can’t be happy.  If you’re high you can’t be low.  If you your low you can’t be high.  That’s what we do.  This is a great mistake.  What’s happening in our lesson today is that the two are being brought together.  That somehow joy and sorrow, highs and lows, glory and disappointment go together.  You can’t have one without the other.  What happens if you try is that you die.  If you lose the highs and lows you lose your soul.  You lose your passion for life.  Sorry, songs are coming to my head this week.  There’s a line in a song by the Eagles called “Desperado”.  You’re losing all your highs and lows ain’t it funny how the feelings go away?  The whole story of the Jesus says that there is no Easter without Good Friday.  Ash Wednesday says there is no life without facing the reality of your own death.  The day you face the reality of your own death is the day you begin to live.  If you don’t get that, then call me up and stop by my office some time.  Jesus said that if you try to save your life, you’ll lose it.  If you lose your life you will find it.  The spiritual life is about coming to life.  That’s why we’re here.

Did you know that at the very heart of our confirmation program is sharing highs and lows in a context of prayer?  That learning to do this with parents is confirmation homework?  You know why?  Because that’s how you meet God.  Next year when we go to this different Sunday School program this will become a part of the structure of what we start learning how to do.  Because you learn how to share the highs and lows of life together in a context of Grace, and you’ll begin to develop what we call love. Authenticity.  Genuineness.  Connectedness.  Communion.  Community.  People begin to be transformed, changed.

Jesus goes from the highest high, to the lowest low.  From the greatest glory to the greatest disillusionment.  But in that way he shared with us his life.  And its interesting that in the end there was healing.  And its even more interesting how the text ends.  And all were astounded at the greatest of God.  Amen.
