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THE POWER OF LOVE 

A Sermon by the Rev. Janet L. Abel 

Preached on Transfiguration Sunday, February 15, 2015 

 

Warm Pretzels for a Meal . . . 

There’s a lot going on this morning, and I’m 

glad you’re here.  I’m glad Joyful Noise is 

here.  I’m glad Marty Rorapaugh is here, 

heating up our pretzels for communion 

today.  This is our special communion where 

we use pretzels because it’s the Sunday 

closest to Valentine’s Day, yesterday.   

We’re having pretzels, which are symbolic 

of a hug, of love, of God’s love, and that’s 

why we will serve them in memory of Jesus’ 

last meal with his disciples.  Besides, they’re 

delicious, so that’s another good reason why 

you got up this morning.  We’re all going to 

have warm pretzels for our communion.   

Joyful noise has a special theme today 

because this is Black History Month, and 

they’re paying special attention to the 

history of the civil-rights struggle.  On top 

of all that, this is Transfiguration Sunday.  

More on that later.   

. . . And Dinner by the Pool 

We wish Art and Tracy well on their 

vacation.  I’m trying not to be too bitter 

while picturing them in sumptuous sur-

roundings, luxuriating in 80-degree weather 

while we freeze in the Siberian vortex.   

They have a momentous decision to make 

this morning when ordering breakfast – 

choosing which liqueur, cognac or curaçao, 

to order aflame atop their crêpe Suzettes.  

And then they must debate whether to burn 

at the pool or on the beach.  After that 

comes a serious conference with the maître 

d’hôtel about where to present themselves 

for a sumptuous dinner of haute cuisine..   

So Art has chosen well for an interesting 

week.  We, on the other hand, will begin 

Lent this week.  Our special service, Ash 

Wednesday, which will not actually utilize 

ashes, will be Wednesday night at 7:00 

o’clock.   

Transfiguration Is a Weird Story 

Our scripture reading from Mark is always 

the same on this last Sunday of what we call 

“ordinary time.”  It’s frankly a really weird 

story of the Transfiguration.  Jesus is about 

to change, when his transformation takes 

place on a mountaintop, and we don’t like 

change as a rule.  So what happens?  He 

takes his inner circle of three – Peter, James, 

and John – and they go up on top of a 

mountain.   

Right away, that’s Biblical symbolism.  

Anytime you’ve got a mountain, you’ve got 

a visit with God.  Moses goes up Mount 

Sinai and chats with God and receives the 

Ten Commandments.  We remember that 

from the movie Ten Commandments with 

Charlton Heston, but also the Bible story, 

right?  We know it well.  We see the film 

every year.   
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Mountains Mean Communion with God 

They’re high up, and this is why ancient 

humanity has been building towers and 

pyramids and ziggurats and the Tower of 

Babel to reach God.  Likewise, God can 

reach down.  Mountains are symbolic of 

direct communication with God.   

So God knows something special is going 

on.  And it’s only for these four, Jesus and 

the three disciples.  They go up there, and 

suddenly Jesus is transfigured right in front 

of them.  His clothes become blindingly 

white.  And as if that weren’t enough, Elijah 

and Moses appear with them, and they have 

a chat.  Something you don’t see every day.  

This is a very special, purposeful vision that 

they’re having.   

Peter kind of blunders around as usual.  He 

is our stand-in for somebody who doesn’t 

quite know what’s going on.  He is usually 

impetuous.  He kind of blurts things out.  

“This is great.  We’re here!”  Peter is ter-

rified, but he wants to build booths.  We 

think, “What does Peter mean?  A booth at a 

fair?”  Not exactly.  Peter seems to want to 

build monuments, things to commemorate 

this amazing happening so everyone will 

know and kind of keep it going.   

A Cloud Speaks . . . 

A cloud comes over the mountain, always 

another symbol for God as clouds obscure 

the heavens.  And a voice issues out of the 

cloud, deliberately echoing the baptism of 

Jesus.  “This is my son, my beloved.  Listen 

to him.”  Then down the mountain go the 

four, and Jesus says, “You saw an amazing 

thing, but don’t tell anybody.  You’re going 

to have to wait until I am crucified and 

risen.”   

By the way, I need to point out there are 

angels showing up on our chancel wall this 

cold morning, and you also are seeing 

something amazing.   

. . . But Don’t Tell Anybody 

This is called a messianic secret, and 

scholars throughout the ages have been 

wondering why Jesus does that.  We’re not 

exactly sure why.  There are lots of theories 

about why he keeps saying, “Don’t tell 

anybody.”  People aren’t ready until they get 

the whole story, which is life, death, and 

resurrection.   

But Jesus is transfigured in front of them.  

He’s transformed, he’s changed, and we 

don’t much care for that.   

Love:  Deeper, Swifter Change 

One of my favorite off-Broadway show 

titles is I Love You.  You’re Perfect.  Now 

Change.  I think that’s great.  And so, truly, 

is it not that love and change go together?  

The title of my sermon is “The Power of 

Love,” and we know love brings change, 

deeper, swifter change, than absolutely 

anything else.   

We do amazing things for love.  I mean if 

you’re in love, you will do just about 

anything.  Hatred, bitterness, grudges can 

also change us, and we know they do.  They 

harden us, but even in that hardness, love 

can seep into the cracks.  It can get in there 

and change and transform that bitterness into 

something good.   
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Love Softens; Hatred Hardens 

So I ask you, “What’s more powerful in life 

– hatred or love?”  I think we’d all agree it’s 

love.  It’s part of my daily prayer that I 

recite every morning, that love changes 

more hearts than hatred because love 

softens, love lessens judgment, love pro-

motes unity.   

When we hear things in the news, when the 

news is awful, I don’t start the day with the 

news anymore.  I used to.  I used to get up 

with my radio blaring PBS,  and you get 

immediate news reports, and then I turn on 

the “Today” show.  I listen to music now 

when I get up.  I do not turn on the radio.  I 

just don’t want to start the day that way.  I 

will read the paper later.  I will watch the 

news.  Time enough to hear that another 

bomb went off, in Denmark this time, trying 

to kill another cartoonist.   

Hatred hardens hearts.  Hatred is powerful, 

but we have to believe that love is far more 

powerful.   

The Seepage of Love Reveals the Divine 

What were the disciples really seeing that 

day on the mountaintop?  They were seeing 

a transfigured Jesus, yes.  A changed Jesus.  

They were seeing underneath the humanity 

of Jesus.  They got a glimpse of the Divine 

that I would argue is always there in all of us 

if we have the eyes to see it.   

We say, “God is love,” and we speak of that 

a lot here.  That we’re one in God and that 

God is love and that God loves us 

absolutely, completely, just as we are.  The 

kind of love that can seep into the hardest 

heart and expand and grow there.   

Bad Things Can Lead to Change 

Do we really believe it?  Even on this 

Valentine’s weekend, do we believe and live 

our lives bathed in that love?  Sometimes 

events have to happen that help love grow.  

Even bad things.  As I said, the music and 

the songs of Joyful Noise this morning were 

speaking of Black History Month.   

I was not alive when four little girls were 

killed in a bomb blast many years ago in the 

16
th

 Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, 

Alabama.  We all know about this terrible 

act, an awful loss.  But it did change people.  

It changed their hearts, which were quite 

hard, softened them up a bit and allowed 

love to seep in where there was hardness, 

even in the deep South.   

Transform:  Hatred Morphs into Love 

That tragedy helped push us along the path 

of transformation from racism to love, to 

total acceptance of each other.  Of course we 

are still on that path, and we have a resur-

gence of protests in civil rights happening 

across our country right now, the latest 

being demonstrations for those Muslim 

students who were killed by radical thugs.   

We haven’t yet arrived in the promised land 

of Martin Luther King, Jr., but I think most 

of us believe we’re getting there, if too 

slowly. 

Transformation is change, and we don’t tend 

to like change.  But there is no more 

powerful force than love.   
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What’s That Racy Stuff in the Bible? 

I have a couple of quotes for you, and the 

first one comes from The Song of Solomon.  

That’s a book of the Bible you rarely hear in 

church, admittedly for several reasons.  As 

you know, I was raised a Baptist, and I 

always tell this story when The Song of 

Solomon comes up because you had to be a 

senior in high school to read that part of the 

Bible in my Sunday School when growing 

up.   

When I got into high school and read it, I 

thought, oh yeah, I kind of see why.  There 

are a couple of racy tidbits.  What’s that 

doing in the Bible?  Have you ever asked 

yourself that question without having read 

The Song of Solomon?  Old Testament 

scholars say, “Oh well, that’s indicative of 

God’s love for the church, and they kind of 

just leave it at that.  We never preach it or 

read it in scripture lessons.   

The Song of Solomon is a nice thing to read 

around Valentine’s Day because it speaks of 

love, quite a bit of love.  And physical love, 

love between a couple, perhaps a couple 

who may have been newly married, and 

they’re rejoicing in each other and in their 

love.   

Ah-ha!  I’ll Read This to You 

The Bible really is about physical love as 

well as God’s love.  The Song of Solomon is 

about human love and glories in it.  It’s a 

good thing, a healthy thing, and it’s right 

there in the Bible.  So read this part of it as 

well as the rest.  Maybe tonight when 

you’ve had your fancy dinner.  Or maybe 

the next time you’re in a romantic mood.   

For many weddings, when it’s time for me 

to counsel the couple, I go over Bible verses 

with them, and I often say, “Is there a verse 

that you love?”  And I get a blank stare.  So 

then I say, “Ah-ha, I have a couple that I can 

read to you.”  I always include The Song of 

Solomon.  And of course I include the “Love 

Chapter” (I Corinthians 13) that Phyllis 

Martin read part of this morning.  It too is 

beautiful.   

 The Song of Solomon, 8: 6-7 

 “Set me as a seal upon your heart, 

  as a seal upon your arm; 

 for love is strong as death, 

  passion fierce as the grave. 

 Its flashes are flashes of fire, 

  a raging flame. 

 Many waters cannot quench love, 

  neither can floods drown it. 

 If one offered for love 

  all the wealth of his house, 

  it would be utterly scorned.” 

Beautiful, isn’t it?   

Our communion today, as I said at the 

beginning, celebrates all love, human love 

and God’s love expressed in ourselves and 

for each other.  And that’s the symbolism in 

our communion pretzels.  They’re also deli-

cious, but they are to remind us not only of 

God’s love for us but also of our love for 

each other.  And we’re going to share that 

love together.   

The Power of Love in Poetry 

And now to close, I have a lovely poem by 

Maya Angelou that I found by happenstance 

on line.  It’s called Touched by an Angel.  

The poem is about love, the power of love.  
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(I hesitated to tell you that because I didn’t 

want you to think of the TV show.)   

The angels are glowing on the chancel wall.  

My godchild called me the other day and she 

said to me, “I’m watching “Touched by an 

Angel.”  But it’s not five minutes to the hour 

yet.  The angels aren’t glowing yet, but they 

will any minute now.   

 Touched by an Angel 

 “We, unaccustomed to courage 

 exiles from delight 

 live coiled in shells of loneliness 

 until love leaves its high holy temple 

 and comes into our sight 

 to liberate us into life. 

  

 Love arrives 

 and in its train come ecstasies

 old memories of pleasure 

 ancient histories of pain. 

 Yet if we are bold, 

 love strikes away the chains of fear 

 from our souls. 

  

 We are weaned from our timidity 

 in the flush of love’s light 

 we dare be brave 

 and suddenly we see 

 that love costs all we are 

 and will ever be. 

 Yet it is only love 

 which sets us free. 

    – Maya Angelou 

Happy Valentine’s Day. 

Amen.

 


