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The Only Real Power 
The readings from the Book of Daniel and the Gospel of Mark brought us two strange visions.   Do 
they have any meaning for us in the 21st century?   Daniel wrote down his visions between 167 and 
164 BCE.   The aim of Daniel’s book was to sustain faith and hope among Jews suffering under 
Antiochus Epiphanes, King of Syria.  Antiochus’ policy was to get political unity by promoting 
Greek culture.   His project met with violent resistance from the Jews.  Antiochus attacked 
Jerusalem and its Temple, and in 167 made a fiercer onslaught in a determination to exterminate 
Judaism.  This led to the revolts described in the Books of the Maccabees. 
 
At that time, Daniel had a vision:  “the ‘Ancient One’ took his throne, his clothing was as white as 
snow … a thousand thousands served him… The court sat in judgement, and the books were 
opened.   I saw one like a human being [or, a son of man, the Human One] … he came to the  
Ancient of Days … To him was given dominion … that all peoples, nations and languages should 
serve him.” 
 
The story we heard from Mark’s Gospel is two centuries later.  Jesus and three of his closest 
followers went up a mountain to pray (Luke 9:28).  There they had a spiritual experience in which 
they “saw” Jesus with face shining like the sun (Matthew 17:2), his clothes becoming dazzling 
white, as he spoke with two historic figures.  He spoke with Moses, who1200 or more years before 
had stood up against the Pharaoh and led them out of slavery in Egypt.  Moses was the great 
founder, prophet and lawgiver of the tribes of Israel, who led them through the wilderness to a new 
land.  And he spoke with Elijah, traditionally regarded as the greatest Hebrew prophet and teacher 
of social justice, who had lived 800 years earlier. 
 
In this vision Peter, James and John witness a kind of ‘summit conference’ at which Moses and 
Elijah talk with Jesus.  A cloud descends and a voice speaks, just like centuries before when the 
Voice spoke to Moses and Elijah who were discouraged and dejected because the tribes would not 
listen. 
 
When the people rejected the Ten Commandments, Moses the messenger of God, had to go back up 
the mountain a second time (Exodus 33:18ff).  In the story of Elijah, because he had spoken out, he 
became a man hunted by the authorities.  He tries to flee, but is met by God who despatches him 
back into the struggle. (1 Kings 10:11ff). 
 
Before his vision of the heavenly Court, Daniel had seen great beasts emerging from the sea, 
signifying oppressive rulers who appeared to be prevailing in the historical moment.   But as he 
looks more deeply (“as I looked again” – Daniel 7:9), he sees the Human One establishing justice. 
 
The mythic stories of Daniel and the Transfiguration of Jesus, illuminate human existence at all 
times and places.   When we stop and think, their meaning becomes clearer.  The 'way' that Jesus 
was teaching would involve struggle and hardship just as it had for Moses and Elijah.  Jesus had 
already tried to warn his disciples to expect this – and that for him it would result in torture and a 
cruel death. 
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As the vision fades, the story makes it plain that the three disciples had not understood what it 
meant.  Terrified by the experience and not knowing what to say, Peter proposes “a cult of 
adulation”.  He says, “Rabbi, it is good for us to be here;  let us make three dwellings…”  like the 
‘booths’ made of interlacing branches for the Jewish Feast of Tabernacles  (Leviticus 23.4ff).    
How like us so often:  clinging onto a great experience, a wonderful Service of Worship, an 
emotional 'high' of being so moved… but avoiding being involved in what that experience was 
really demands of us.  Peter falls for the 'edifice complex' … 'Let’s build something…'   
 
Then from the cloud, the Voice comes.  It does not pronounce any new commandments (as to 
Moses), nor whisper in “a still small voice” (as to Elijah) nor add to what Daniel learnt in the 
combat myth.   The Voice echoes the words spoken at the baptism of Jesus, “This is my Son, the 
Beloved”.   There is no need for any new revelation;  what we need to do and become has already 
been clearly outlined in Jesus’ teaching about the way of the cross.  “Listen to him”  (Mark 9:7). 
 
We have to get out of our minds that there is going to be some startlingly new knowledge or 
wisdom imparted on how to live and die.   We have to get out of our minds that there is going to be 
some divine “rescue” by God intervening with force or dramatic miracles from outside to change 
our human sphere to overcome problems and change situations here on earth. 
 
By two strange twists of history, this 6th day of August has other connotations: 

• Constantinople, the capital city of the Eastern Church, was captured by the Moslem Turks in 
1453.  Callistas III was Pope of the Western Church.   His main effort as Bishop of Rome was to 
organize a crusade against the Turks.    In 1457 the “Christian crusaders” won a victory over the 
Turks at the battle of Belgrade.  Pope Callistus III ordered that in the churches of East and West 
a universal celebration of The Feast Day of  the Transfiguration of Jesus be held on 6 August in 
commemoration of that battle.  What a perverse contraction of what Jesus taught and died for!  
Jesus never used or encouraged force. 

• Just under 500 years later, 6 August 1945 was chosen by the military forces of the USA to drop 
the first atomic bomb.  That event changed for ever the way we can think about life, 
ourselves, our world and God.  [It would require another occasion to explore and follow 
through all the implications. See endnote about 'Theology under the Mushroom Cloud']. 

 
This day 61 years ago shattered previous thinking about mankind’s place in the universe.  It marked 
the beginning of anew era in which human beings have the potential to unleash a nuclear holocaust 
which within an hour could reduce civilization as we know it to tatters.  Within weeks this could so 
damage the eco-system as to endanger all future life on earth. The possibility of such awesome 
power within the hands of ordinary people was not foreseen by the writers of the Bible or 
philosophers and thinkers in past generations.  
 
What is new is the threat that through pollution and irradiation, all future generations may be 
genetically affected and that humanity as such may cease to be.  The forces unleashed were so 
horrendous that the church like others seems to have been affected by some form of mental 
paralysis.  We are part of the sick society around us.  As Jonathan Schell says in his book, The Fate 
of the Earth: 
 

When one tries to face the nuclear predicament, one feels sick, whereas when one pushes it 
out of the mind, as apparently one must do most of the time in order to carry on with life, we 
feel well again.  But this feeling of well-being is based on denial of the most important reality 
of our time and therefore is a kind of sickness.  A society that systematically shuts its eyes to 
an urgent peril to its physical survival and fails to take any steps to save itself cannot be 
called psychologically well. 
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During these 61 years After Hiroshima we have lived through the ‘balancing of terror’ as expressed 
in the political doctrine M.A.D. (Mutually Assured Destruction).  Many but not all countries have 
negotiated agreements for partial disarmament and limitation of weapons.  We have averted the 
final conflagration.  But behind everything there is FEAR.   This fear has been a principal source of 
increasing violence, state-sponsored torture, trampling down of human rights, and the wars that we 
are seeing in the Middle East at this very moment. 
 
In recalling today the Transfiguration of Jesus we are not celebrating some majestic triumphant 
display of “kingship” or “divinity”.  We are being challenged by the clear warning that to follow 
Jesus the Christ is to be engaged in the dangerous activity of undermining and subverting the 
popular notion of 'power'.  Listen to Jesus!  What Jesus did was to live out a new way of defining 
'power'.  
 
We, like Daniel, have to look more deeply.   A “war against Terrorism” cannot be won by using 
force, blundering into other countries with tanks and explosives.   Israel cannot change the hearts 
and minds of people by bombing Lebanon into a wasteland.   Iran, Syria, Hezbollah and Hamas 
cannot, by rockets and combat forces, redress the cruel injustices suffered by Arabs and Moslems 
over the centuries.  
 
As Christian Church leaders in Canberra said this week, “When will governments of the world come 
to understand that peace can only be built on justice and fairness?” 
 
When will we ask the right questions of ourselves? 
 
Are we really so no different from the Hamas or Hezbollah suicide bomber?  If we, our 
grandparents, mother or father, had been driven off the family farm, or deprived of a good 
education, forced to grow up in a refugee  camp ... would we be any different from them?   If we 
had seen foreigners come in take over our land and saw the precious water needed for our crops and 
feed our children, used to fill the private swimming pools of their ostentatious mansions of the hills 
above our village…   would we not take up arms? 
 
Are we so different from the Israelis?  If we or our parents or grandparents had been scarred for life 
or exterminated in Hiler's Holocaust, then it’s likely that we would be backing the military assault 
in Gaza and Lebanon. 
 
Are we much different from the Israelis who are benefiting from the very uneven and often unjust 
pax Americana with its use of force, backed by piles of nuclear weapons (including Israel’s nuclear 
arms)?  By our general lack of protest in Australia about the covert activities and assassinations 
done by the CIA and by Israel’s Mossad, and about the  'rendition' of suspects being secretly flown 
to other countries so they can be tortured away from legal scrutiny.  By our silence we signify our 
agreement. 
 
How difficult it is to root out the instinctive reactions of fear, revenge and retaliation!   But if the 
world is to have a future, and not revert into a new “dark ages”, we need to follow what Christ and 
other great teachers of wisdom have taught.  Jesus repeated and endorsed the wisdom of the ages.  
"Always treat others as you would like them to treat you;   that is the Law and the Prophets.”   
When we fail to treat others as we would like them to treat us, we imperil all we hold dear.  Jesus 
was teaching the hardest lesson there is for us humans to learn:  Do not pay back evil for evil!  Do 
not take revenge!  Do not retaliate! 
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We as followers of Jesus are committed to the restraining the commission of evil.  One way of 
seeking to restrain evil is to be proactive in doing good. 
 
As more people become disillusioned by the inability of force to effect real change, we may yet find 
that politicians and ordinary people begin to take seriously what Christ taught.   
 
Economists of a certain persuasion seem at the moment to be the new priesthood in the global 
village!  Perhaps they may even discover that the principles for most effective and efficient use of 
natural and other resources of the world are in what Jesus taught and in what his early followers 
practised.   
 
Rome was the world’s super-power when  Paul wrote to the some Christians in that city whom he 
had never met.  Towards the end of his letter to the Romans he spelt out the teachings of Jesus on 
which we must work with increased energy today: 

 
If you enemy is hungry, give him something to eat;  if thirsty, something to drink…Do not 
be mastered by evil, but master evil with good.  (Romans 12:20-21).   

 
Each day throws new problems at us.  We need to be prepared to react in the way Jesus did.  This 
can be more likely if we consciously recall the presence of God frequently, and allow the Spirit of 
God to shape our thinking.  Read and meditate on the teachings of Jesus.   As we do, we’ll become 
more inclusive and less judgemental.  As we honestly allow God space in our lives, our fears and 
prejudices will begin to soften.  We will find ourselves being changed to reflect Christ-like concern, 
compassion, desire for justice, flowing over into a greater capacity to forgive.   Above all, in time 
we begin to discover that the only real power is that of LOVE – caring and accepting love that 
can melt hard fearful hearts and change the future.  The future depends on those who pray. 
 

Culture's heroes tempt and lure us, 
smashing wrong with righteous force, 
but the wounds of Christ can cure us, 
marking out a wiser course.  The Reverend Dr Brian Wren 

 
____________________________ 
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