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Are you tired of television re-runs?  Are you gnawing your nails at whether or not the Academy Awards will in fact be telecast in March?  Yep:  The members of the Screenwriters’ Guild continue their strike, and when it will end is anybody’s guess.  It’s wreaking havoc in Hollywood, with some of the more fledgling series calling it quits for good—they hadn’t had time to build up enough steam of audience support to keep going.  Luckily—well, perhaps luckily—for us, there is one genre unaffected by the striking union:  the Reality Show.
The twenty-first century’s contribution to popular culture may include those ugly but oh-so-comfortable Crocs that we all wear; energized, vitamin-enriched sports drinks, and most certainly, Reality TV.  It may have its roots back in the 1960’s with the Dating Game or, heaven forefend, The Newlywed Game,  but the genre has reached either its apogee or its nadir in this time-after-Y2K.

Donald Trump fires apprentices.  Tribal Councils vote people off the island until there is one, lone survivor.  Thousands of people, most without any clue as to how one’s voice truly sound, audition for Simon, Paula, and Randy.  (By the way, I am hooked on American Idol.  There, I’ve said it:  Sanjaya rules!)
The best-of-the-worst, however, made its début in January, 2003, when Joe Millionaire hit the small screen.  The appearance of that reality show may best exemplify the Decline and Fall of the American Values System.  

Did you ever see it?  Here’s the premise:  one good-looking stud-muffin-of-a-man gets to choose a fiancée from a bevy of beauties, each one of whom has been told that he is worth $50 million.  The reality aspect—of which the television audience is aware from the beginning—is that he actually pulls in some $19,000 per annum from construction work.  (It was later leaked that he had supplemented his income by posing nearly nude in underwear advertisements!

Reality shrouded in artifice.  In contemplating the god-awful, gold-digging premise of that bit of video vomit, one cannot help but be taken back to the good ol’ days of Watergate:  What did they know, and when did they know it?  How, too, did Joe Millionaire feel about keeping the secret as, presumably, he grew closer, more invested, in those curvaceous disciples who followed his every move—and passbook transaction?

Today’s commemoration of the Transfiguration offers us God’s take on the reality of the Christ event, when all truth is revealed; but it’s not just the revealing of a secret—there’s a surprise ending, as well, that paves the way for countless sequels, as Jesus’ story is played and re-played.

To grasp the reality of the event, you and I—the audience, if you will—must look back to what we have been told, the secret we know, but that the participants in the story—the Twelve, and the other disciples who followed the Man from Galilee—do not.  The Evangelist Matthew let us in on that secret as we entered our Epiphany season, at Jesus’  baptism:

“…And when Jesus had been baptized, just as he came up from the water, suddenly the heavens were opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on him. And a voice from heaven said, "This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.”

God speaks both about Jesus and to Jesus, bringing him on board, as it were, setting the stage for what is to follow.  Jesus may have already sensed something about himself; but now he knows the truth.  Whatever inner thoughts may have been coming together over the course of years are now affirmed.  God announce that Jesus is his own and only Son.
He begins his ministry at that point, and calls to his side others who are intrigued both by the man and his message.  Little by little, he reveals bits of what is a “God aweful truth”—God’s truth, filled with awe.  He asks these people who they think he is.  He lets them draw their own conclusions as a ministry of compassionate love unfolds for them, even as it enfolds them in its transforming power.

In any reality show, the audience waits for the end of the story; people have been known to rearrange work schedules and family life to tune in to that final segment  to find out who is the last star dancing, or which of the two remaining American bachelorette beauties gets the American beauty rose.  The end of the story is keenly anticipated from its début.

The disciples share in that sense of building excitement and today, after three years of a mobile, transient ministry, the end seems in sight.

Peter, James, and John, the “Inner Three” of Jesus’ own “Tribal Council”, share in a surprising experience.  Alone on a mountain peak they see the man they call alternately “Lord”, “Master”, and “Teacher” given a kind of Divine Make-over, as he shines, bathed in a great light, standing between the hosts of two prior reality shows—Moses the law-giver, and Elijah, the archetype of what a prophet is meant to be and do.

Peter, James, and John think they’ve got it; that they’ve come to the end of the story, which finally  begins to make sense.  The journey, the healings, the teaching, the entire journey—it all works!  This is what they’ve waited for—glory and power!  Special effects!  Wonderful back-lighting!  God speaking, to them:  This is my Son, the beloved:  listen to him!
You bet they’ll listen to him!  After what they’ve just experienced, who wouldn’t?

They won’t, because they haven’t really been listening; they haven’t connected the dots, they haven’t solved the puzzle.  What Jesus has been trying to tell them, again and again, doesn’t make it through their filter.
But  the show isn’t over.  There’s still surprise ending.

The surprise ending is….Jerusalem.  A triumphal entry leading to betrayal.  And suffering.  And death.   Despite Peter’s practical suggestion, Jesus leaves the glory, and the razzle-dazzle, and purposefully comes back down the mountain.   He goes to enter into the ultimate reality of his life, which is his very death.  

Only then, with his death, does the reality of his ministry come together, and begin to make sense.  

Only then, as they admit their own cowardice in the face of human brutality, do those disciples have to confront the reality of Jesus—that he willingly chose service, self-giving and suffering over glory.  His reality is to be found in the valleys of human existence and frustration more so than on the mountain-top of exaltation.

A surprise ending, all right—but only for the first season.

Because the Jesus Reality returns.  He will rise again, and they will experience the power of God, even as they place their fingers in the marks left from Roman nails.

And then—only then—will they remember that they had seen a glimpse of his glory before.  On a mountain.  With Moses and Elijah; and in remembering they will reveal to generation after generation the secret behind the ultimate Reality Show:

God so loved the world, that he gave his only-begotten Son to the end that all who believe in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.

Christ has died.  Christ is risen.  Christ will come again.

It doesn’t get more real than that.

Amen.

