The Transfiguration of Our Lord
February 14, 2010
Text:  Luke 9:28-36
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; Your Word is Truth.
_______________________________

Five weeks ago, on Sunday, January 10, we began this Epiphany season.  We started with the celebration of Our Lord’s Baptism.  Remember that?  John the Baptizer?  with Jesus at the River Jordan?  the heavenly voice proclaiming, You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.

And now today, five weeks later, we are at the end of Epiphany – in fact, about to knock on the door of the Lenten season – and what do we see and hear today?   We see Jesus, standing on top of a mountain…his face is shining, his clothes are dazzling white.  And once again there is that heavenly voice, speaking similar words:  This is my Son, my Chosen; listen to him!’

Have you ever had a mountaintop experience?  We all know the phrase, don’t we?  It’s firmly embedded in our religious imagination, usually signifying a deeply satisfying religious experience, spiritual experience – a feeling of being at one with God, an intense feeling of being loved by God.
Is that what this is….in the 9th chapter of Luke’s Gospel….a mountaintop experience like I just described?  Well, we’ll see….

Our story begins, Now about eight days after these sayings…  After what sayings?  Well, let’s take a look; let’s see what Jesus has said in the verses immediately preceding this story in chapter 9:

· Jesus said:  There are some standing here who will not taste death before they see the kingdom of God.
· Jesus said:  Those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will save it.
· Jesus said:  The Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the elders, chief priests, and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised.
Hmmmm.  Luke is intending for us to have these sayings of Jesus – mostly about suffering and death – Luke wants us to have these sayings floating around in our mind as we go up with Jesus to this mountaintop experience.

And eight days after….why eight?   Especially since both Mark and Matthew say it happened after six days.  Oh, the early church would have known what’s going on here!  The 8th day!  That’s the day of new creation!  That’s the day of resurrection!  That’s the day they gathered for worship, to eat and drink the bread and wine, to celebrate the presence of Christ among them.

You see, the Sabbath – Saturday – was the 7th day.  And so, when Jesus was raised from the dead on a Sunday, rather than call it the first day of the week, as most people would….they liked to call it the 8th day.  If God rested from creation on the 7th day, well, then, the 8th day was the day of the new creation, it was the day of resurrection.
We’ve already pointed out one of the mystical elements of this mountaintop experience:  Jesus’ face and clothes shining brilliantly.  It gets even more supernatural!  Moses and Elijah appear – two Old Testament prophets who have been hundreds of years already in their graves!  What does that mean?
Well, Moses was the great liberator of his people, remember?  He was the one whom God sent to Egypt to bring the People of Israel out of slavery.  And Elijah, what about him?  Well, Old Testament lore about Elijah was that his re-appearance meant that the Messiah was about to come.

But here’s the kicker.  And it’s this piece that makes us think twice about describing this as “a mountaintop experience”.  The three of them – Jesus, Moses, and Elijah – are talking together about his departure, which he was about to accomplish at Jerusalem.  They’re talking about Jesus’ Passion, his suffering and death on the cross!  Is that what you would call “a mountaintop experience”?

His departure is the way our translation puts it.  Do you want to know what the Greek says?  His exodus!  Do you now see how this is all coming together?  Moses is there, the one who led the first exodus from Egyptian slavery.  And now they’re talking about Jesus’ exodus.  Jesus, like Moses before him, was about to set God’s people free, only it wasn’t bondage to Pharaoh they needed freeing from this time.  No, it was their bondage to sin and death, which crippled them far worse than any leg chains ever could!  

So God had planned another exodus for them – in Jerusalem this time – where the Red Sea of death would be split with a cross and Jesus would lead his people through!  In this new exodus, Jesus will lead all of God’s people out of the slavery of sin and death, and bring them home to their promised inheritance – the new creation in which the whole world will be made new!

Has it been true for you? – the way it’s been true for me – that when I usually think of this Transfiguration story, I usually think of glory?   The whole scene shining with a dazzling, blazing glory!   And yet it’s really pointing ahead to suffering and dying…..so that the glory of the new creation can be realized!
Martin Luther King, Jr. knew what this was all about.  It was the theme of his whole life and ministry.  In January of 1963, the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. said:

The cross we bear precedes the crown we wear.  To be a Christian one must take up his cross, with all of its difficulties and agonizing and tension-packed content and carry it until that very cross leaves its marks upon us and redeems us to that more excellent way which comes only through suffering.

A congregation had been given a reproduction of Mathias Grunewald’s painting of the crucifixion to hang in their chancel, but they eventually had it removed.  “It’s ugly,” they complained.  Yes, the crucifixion is ugly….and, come to think of it, the crucifixion also happened on a hill, on a mountain, yet I don’t think we’ve ever called Calvary a mountaintop experience…..have we?  But maybe we should.

I had a phone conversation with one of our new members a couple of weeks ago.  “Do you recognize conversion experiences?” she asked me.  Well, yes, we do.  But I went on to tell her that when I think of my own life-changing experiences – that is, those experiences which have brought me closer to God – they almost all have to do with suffering!
Maybe that’s the real intention of these mountaintop experiences…..that they are really linked to the suffering of the world.  The more open we are to God and to the different dimensions of God’s glory, the more we seem to be open to the pain of the world [N.T. Wright].  It should probably make us think twice about the idea that God protects us from pain!  
Walter Brueggemann is a celebrated Old Testament scholar.  He wrote a book of prayers, and perhaps this one is especially pertinent to our transfiguration story:
You majestic Sovereign…move off the page!  Move off the page to the world, move off the page to the trouble, move out of your paged leisure to the turmoil of your creatures.  Move to the peace negotiations, and cancer diagnoses, and burning churches, and lynched blacks, and abused children.  Listen to the groans and moans, and see and hear and know and remember, and come down!

The good news of this Transfiguration story is that Jesus Christ does exactly that!  The One who suffered and died is the One who knows our pain and suffering most intimately.  As Karl Barth said – and you know that I never get tired of repeating this!  The cross is the most concrete form of the fellowship between Christ and the Christian.
As I said before, usually when I think of this Transfiguration Story, I am thinking about glory.  Which, of course, is what Peter was thinking of, too.  Mistakenly, he was thinking of glory!  When Peter makes his suggestion that they should commemorate this event by building three booths, what does the Gospel writer say about Peter?  He didn’t know what he was talking about!
Peter wanted to freeze the moment and commemorate the place.  But that is not what is being asked of him.  Rather, faithfulness will require following Jesus to the cross, not commemorating the place of the transfiguration.  And isn’t it fitting?  The place of the transfiguration is not named in any of the Gospels.  We couldn’t set up a memorial there even if we wanted to!

Peter’s is one response to the transfiguration….the wrong response.  But there’s another response as well.  It comes in the proclamation of the heavenly voice, the word of approval from the Father:  This is my Son, my Chosen; listen to him.  

Listen to him!  That’s the response that is asked of Peter.  Listen to Jesus!  Perhaps if Peter had really listened to Jesus, perhaps then, when Jesus goes to the cross, perhaps then Peter would not have run away when Jesus was arrested, perhaps then Peter would not have denied even knowing Jesus….if he had only listened to him.

And that is certainly the word to us in this story, too, isn’t it?  Listen to him!  What we can and should do is to receive the Word of God…..because God’s Word is the means of grace.  God’s Word – the Word that we should listen to – creates a living faith in our hearts.  

Remember what the Apostle Paul said?  Faith comes by hearing.
And what was the point of that later story in Luke’s Gospel about Martha and Mary?  One thing and one thing alone is important, Jesus said to Martha….and Mary was the one who had chosen the good thing.  And what did Mary choose?  She chose to sit at Jesus’ feet and listen to his teaching!

We have to receive God’s Word.  That means we should hear it, read it, remember it, and apply it.  Oh, please don’t misunderstand me:  we do not earn points with God by hearing His Word.  Instead, by using God’s Word, our hearts and lives are opened to the grace of God that can never be earned.  It’s the way we receive God’s gifts.

Here on this mountaintop Jesus committed himself to a course of action that would lead to the cross.  And the cross would lead to the resurrection.  And the resurrection leads to the new creation.
And people:  that’s what now lies ahead of us:  the cross.  The road to Jerusalem is before us.
