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Jesus took with him Peter and John and James, and went up on the mountain to pray. And while he was praying, the appearance of his face changed, and his clothes became dazzling white. Suddenly they saw two men, Moses and Elijah, talking to him. They appeared in glory and were speaking of his departure, which he was about to accomplish at Jerusalem. Now Peter and his companions were weighed down with sleep; but since they had stayed awake, they saw his glory and the two men who stood with him. Just as they were leaving him, Peter said to Jesus, "Master, it is good for us to be here; let us make three dwellings, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah"--not knowing what he said. While he was saying this, a cloud came and overshadowed them; and they were terrified as they entered the cloud. Then from the cloud came a voice that said, "This is my Son, my Chosen; listen to him!" When the voice had spoken, Jesus was found alone. And they kept silent and in those days told no one any of the things they had seen.


         I talk about it often enough, so you probably are well aware that I value my Scottish and Celtic roots, but that I am also half Sicilian. This duality between the industrious Northmen genes and the much more laidback Mediterranean genes is my battle pretty much everyday! But this morning, the Siciliano side must take precedence as we discuss a thoroughly Italian philosophy and relate it to our biblical text. I’m talking about this notion, this lifestyle, known as la bella figura.

          Literal translations are of limited value, but let’s start there: La bella figura means the beautiful figure, the beautiful image. At its most superficial, it can translate into an obsession with looking good and smelling good and never having a hair out of place, but that is the shallowest manifestation of this philosophy, which is a concept that goes beyond just physical appearance. It encompasses how one presents themselves in every aspect of life. Italians believe in presenting themselves in the best possible light, not to impress others, but as a form of self-respect. And as we will discover, Jesus embodies aspects of la bella figura, and invites us to do so as well.

          The meaning of la bella figura is about more than being well-groomed and stylish, it’s about taking pride in oneself and presenting the best version of oneself to the world. And that is where this concept hooked me, come un pesce, like a fish: for how else could we possibly describe this transfiguration experience other than the time when Jesus presented the best version of himself, the true, authentic, light-filled spiritual core of himself, to his closest earthly friends? 

          Italian women of a certain age, especially, embrace la bella figura.  For them it is about nourishing the mind, body, and spirit, building one's self-esteem and confidence, caring for one's health and beauty through natural, time-honored rituals, listen, not to chase unattainable looks, but to allow one's innate beauty to shine radiantly. There’s another convincing description of this transfiguration: Jesus allowed his innate beauty to shine radiantly. And, like scores of Italian women the world over, he sought to move through the world with an effortless, self-assured elegance that comes from inner harmony. That’s what all this contemplative time up in the mountains is for, to re-establish and re-invigorate his inner harmony, so that he could be his fullest self in the world.

          The further you explore this lifestyle of la bella figura the more it aligns with the best version of our Christian practice. And I say it that way because there always have been, and there currently certainly are, expressions of Christianity that are far from transfigured, far from revealing beauty of spirit and intention. This is why our United Methodist faith and la bella figura line up for me; both are designed to be all about dignity and respect and hospitality and generosity, all of which must be motivated internally. How many times have I illustrated this truth with the famous Star-Kist tuna commercials, the ‘Sorry, Charlie’, series? Remember? Sorry, Charlie, we don’t want tunas with good taste; we want tunas that taste good! The Charlie the Tuna version of la bella figura is the shallow, worldly version I spoke about moments ago; stylish and ego driven and all about externals, good behavior, good decorum, good appearance. Lovely stuff… but absolutely unsustainable if not undergirded with internal, dare I say spiritual aspects. It is not enough in our Christian practice to look good, to act holy, to appear virtuous. They have to be real, impelled from a heart at ease and a soul redeemed.

          We come today to the end of the Epiphany Season, the time of the church year when our focus is on the star and the light and the revealing. Epiphany always concludes with this transfiguration story, this light pouring out of Jesus story, his bella figura on display. Next week we have the first Sunday of Lent, six weeks of introspective time, self-improvement time, internal spring cleaning, all of that. Today we set the syllabus for the next six weeks: how can we embrace the Christian version of la bella figura? How can we live so that we are distinct from the violent, nasty, punishing style of Christians that we hear about every day, and that so many in our world assume are the only kind? The Italian name for their habits, by the way, would be la brutta figura, the bad impression, the negative lifestyle, beauty replaced by brutality, forgiveness replaced by fascism, grace replaced by grasping, gorging, self-glorifying grotesqueness. We are old enough here to move beyond the external trifles of Christianity and focus on the internal core qualities of our faith. And when we do, we will find what generations of Italians have already discovered: fare bella figura, choosing the beautiful life. Amen.   
