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God of glory, thank you for the gift of your Word.  Grant me the humility and boldness necessary to preach it.  Prepare the hearts and lives of those who listen to be strengthened and changed by it.  Through Christ our Lord.  Amen.

If you’ve ever had an experience that has touched you deeply—a worship service, say, or a mission trip, a men’s or women’s retreat, or a Cursillo weekend…If you’ve ever witnessed the birth of a child or teared up at a wedding or a graduation…If you’ve ever noticed a lump rising in your throat as you remember any one of a thousand special moments in time that season our life journeys with the flavor of eternity…then you probably know something about mountaintop experiences.  

You know how you can be caught up in the moment, in the emotion of it all, until you have the feeling that you never want it to end.  You’d like to stay there forever in that rare, euphoric state of spiritual insight or self-awareness or historic significance…or of simply being accepted and loved for who you are.

Well, I’ve had those mountaintop experiences too, and, I confess, I enjoy them—and who wouldn’t?  But whenever I stand on the mountaintop of this last Sunday after Epiphany and peer into the valley of Lent below me, I feel ambivalent about staying, because if I do it means I have to confront a quite remarkable episode in Jesus’ life that all the gospel writers thought was important enough to mention—the transfiguration of Jesus.  That implausible, almost cinematic, event can be as daunting to a preacher as it is to a congregation, so it makes me feel a little like a colleague who, in reflecting on the texts for this Sunday, admits “Each year when this story comes along, I’m eager to get off the mountain and back down to more familiar terrain.”

Well, neither she nor I need to worry, because that’s the reality, isn’t it?  I can’t stay on the mountaintop forever, as an impetuous Simon Peter so rudely, but rightly, discovers.  Eventually I’ll have to come down, because it’s in the gritty, messy, uncomfortable, confusing, frustrating, contradictory, sometimes threatening landscape of the valley where God calls you and me to live out our discipleship.   But with any luck, I’m better equipped for the struggle, having been to the mountain and been touched by the glory of God.

Glory is what the story is really about…but not the phony, self-seeking kind, not the glitz and glamour displayed by the luminaries of screen or sports or seeker-sensitive mega churches; not the cheap glory of those who manage to achieve their coveted fifteen minutes of fame on TV reality shows.  It’s God’s glory the story talks about, but if the transfiguration event was even close to the way the gospels describe it, it’s not the kind of glory that, for many, makes God too remote from their experience to matter.

No, it’s the kind of glory that brings God up close, in your face if you want to think of it that way, in the whole being—countenance, clothing, carriage, everything—of this radiant Jesus, lit up like a neon sign or a flash of summer lightning.  It’s a glory that ties him to both the past and the future—Israel’s, his, ours—but while the past is certainly powerful when you see the glowing figures of Moses and Elijah consulting with Jesus, the future may be less inviting.  Because all along Jesus has been trying to get his disciples’ attention by teaching them that his brand of glory isn’t finally about celebrity and prosperity, but about obscurity and humility, about poverty of spirit if not body, about serving rather than being served, about losing your life in order to find it.  

For me what redeems this mystical mountaintop experience is not the brilliant and blinding display of heavenly fireworks, but the awareness that begins slowly to take shape in my mind that this glory has consequences.  

It has consequences for Israel when Moses, his own face as brilliant as the sun on a crystal clear winter day, comes down with those two stone tablets, having been to the mountain himself and had a little of God’s glory rub off on him too.  

It has consequences for Jesus, whose departure from the mountain is nothing compared to the one he’ll experience in a few short weeks when he dies, twisted and bloody, banged up and bereft, on that old rugged cross, that emblem of suffering and shame, harmlessly immortalized in Christian hymnody.  

It has consequences for the disciples, who—though they fall away from Jesus like overripe fruit from a tree and some of them die for their trouble—eventually figure out who this Jesus really is, the one who by the time they do has appeared at rivers and wedding parties, in deserts and gardens, along dusty roads and in dingy hiding places, showing them the wounds of the world in his hands and saying to them things like “Peace,” and “Don’t be afraid.”

So this glory must have consequences for us too, gathered as we are today, as the body of this Jesus-Christ-Messiah, looking for mountaintops but finding ourselves in the valley… and maybe hoping a little of that glory might rub off on us too, like it did Moses… or see enough of it at least to capture and bottle and take it with us so we don’t forget who we are or who God calls us to be. 

What the consequences are, of course, is for us to figure out, which is why it’s important for us to know, not just this story but the whole story, the story of how, from the beginning, God is interested in faithfulness and beauty, love and life, justice and mercy, and not their ugly opposites.  And it’s why, I think, that on the mountain Peter, James and John not only see a glorious vision, but also hear a familiar if disembodied Voice, booming the announcement—as if they didn’t know, so here’s just a reminder—that “This is Jesus, the Chosen, bone of my bone, flesh of my flesh;…listen to him.”  

Listen to him!  Listen to Jesus!  And, I imagine, the Voice wants us to listen too, because it’s from Jesus we get our marching orders.  If we listen to Jesus, it’s not just any voice that we hear, but God’s; not a disembodied voice this time, but one wrapped in flesh and blood, one which speaks to us on mountaintops, to be sure, but one we’re much more likely to hear in the valleys—the valleys where we live as fragile human beings created nonetheless in the image of God; the valleys where we struggle to be halfway faithful disciples; the valleys where together we strive to be a faithful, listening church.  Lord, give us ears to hear.

Problem is, we may have ears to hear, but too often we think God is speaking to someone else.  We’re versed well enough in listening, but taking it to heart is another matter.  I thought of this the other night at the Town Hall Forum as I listened to Jim Wallis talk about the crisis of values he says has caused the economic meltdown we’re living through, the ethical morass represented by inflated CEO compensation, the widening gap between rich and poor, the seductive influence of corporate culture, and—right here in the Twin Cities—the breath-taking arrogance of prominent executives stealing their suppliers, investors, customers, clients, and even the governor, blind.

Wallis went on to assert that we’re at a moral crossroads in our life as a people, a time of both danger and opportunity, when we have a choice, either to “push the re-set button” and get things turned around, or follow the conventional wisdom and go back to “business as usual”—a fatal error, in his view.  The challenge will be for each of us to do our part, to make some radical changes and difficult choices, to advocate and confront rather than leaving it to the politicos and the pundits, the professors and policy wonks, to shape the outcomes as well as the conversation.  

In essence Wallis was issuing a call to conversion, a call to repentance, a call to serve and to pray and to give and to sacrifice and to respect others and to welcome strangers, instead of passively allowing a consumer culture tell us what we can’t possibly do without and watching helplessly as democracy becomes a charade.   We can’t listen and conclude, “Well, that may be true, but it’s not about me.”  

But that’s the same attitude that says the orange cone isn’t about me.  The stop sign isn’t about me.  The advice against driving and talking on my cell phone doesn’t apply to me.  The norms of common courtesy and compassion, the things I learned in Sunday school or kindergarten about sharing or knowing when “enough is enough” aren’t about me.  The social contracts about caring for the least of these—the homeless, the hungry, the naked, and the prisoner who are God’s children too —those are all fine, but they’re not about me.  

No, I can do whatever I want, go wherever I want, say whatever I think, obey only the commandments that suit me, manipulate and prey on the weakness of others if it means it will be good for the bottom line.  If Jesus in all his glory up there on the mountain or down here in the valley has anything to say about it, he isn’t talking to me.  

Most people think of God as transcendent, out there, remote, untouchable and, some say, out of touch.  But that’s one reason why God chooses to come into the valley that is this world in the first place, to come to us as a human being named Jesus, who translates a transcendent God into words we can understand—if only we’ll listen. 

Well, I think there’s another reason God makes that fateful choice.  It’s captured in a quote I came across when I was preparing to write this sermon.  “God too easily becomes anything we want at the moment.  Jesus more precisely becomes what God wants of us at the moment.”

Listen to Jesus to find out what God wants of us—not tomorrow, not next week or next year, but at this moment.  It’s good advice, especially for a church straining to see a vision of God’s glory, yet living in the valley with—quoting another of today’s texts from Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase, The Message—“…Nothing between us and God, our faces shining with the brightness of his face. And so we are transfigured much like the Messiah, our lives gradually becoming brighter and more beautiful as God enters our lives and we become like him.”

As we recognize that God is a living, personal presence and not a piece of chiseled stone, a living Spirit that renders settled arrangements obsolete, we can ask, what does God want of us at the moment?  How can we be transformed by the glory of God?  How can our lives shine with the radiance of God’s glory as God enters our lives and we become more and more like God?  

Listen to Jesus, God says to Simon Peter and his disciple pals.  Listen to Jesus, God says to the church.  Listen to Jesus, God says to you and to me.  Stop your incessant talking.  Turn off your iPods and your smart phones and your ten-speaker sound systems.  You need to listen so you can understand this Chosen One…and your own calling. So be speechless, like the disciples, because what is there to say when you see the glory of God?  

Nothing.  So just listen.  Listen to the wind.  Listen to your life.  Listen to your heart.  Listen to each other.  Listen for that still, small voice.  Listen to a world so caught up in buying and bullying, a world so contorted by lying and legalism, that you can’t even hear the sobs of a world crying, the groans of a world dying, the sighs of a world vying for your attention…and your love.  

Lord, we’ve been to the mountain and seen the bright light of your glory.  Now help us to listen to Jesus, and give us ears to hear—because what he’s saying is, finally, about us.

Amen.
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