February 22, 2009
Exodus 34:29-35

Mark 9:1-9

“The Transfiguration of Jesus” is what this story is called. It’s only fairly recently that the Protestant Church has paid much attention to it. Now that we follow the lectionary, we hear the story every year, on the last Sunday before Lent begins. I’ve often thought of it as a mini-Easter – a glimpse of the glory of the resurrection before we follow the way of the cross.
I can’t tell you how many times I’ve preached it over the years. My sermons – and others’ – often go something like this:  Mountain-top experiences are amazing, life-changing events; but spiritual highs don’t last forever, and you can’t hold onto them; sooner or later we have to go back down the mountain – there, the world’s needs are waiting for us. 

All of which is true, of course, and that’s not a half-bad sermon. 

But I learned something new about the Transfiguration this year. Did you know that in the Eastern Orthodox Church, the Transfiguration is one of the great celebrations of the Christian year, right up there with Easter? What they believe is that the disciples saw the very light of God up on that mountain – the Light that existed before day or night ever were created. The veil was lifted from Jesus’ face, and they saw God. The divine light shone upon them, just as it shone upon Moses when he received the Law of God up on the mountain centuries before. 
They saw the Light of God that has the power to transform us into the image of God.
 No wonder they were terrified. 
As one commentator describes,
The transfiguration is an apocalyptic moment. As at Jesus’ baptism, when the heavens are torn open and the divine voice first names that Jesus is God’s Beloved Son…, or when the ‘young man’ announces to the women at the tomb that Jesus is risen…, God enters the story to uncover what has been hidden from human perception or recognition.
 
In other words, God reveals to us what we cannot see for ourselves. We can’t see, because there is too much that blinds us. 
A pastor tells a story of taking a bunch of inner-city kids on a trip into the wilderness. They were canoeing in the Boundary Waters in northern Minnesota – a vast stretch of lakes and forests that is uninhabited and wild. Most of these kids had never been out of the city before, let alone out in the wild. Their first night out, he says, one teenage girl looked up into the sky, filled with millions of stars, and asked “Where did those come from?” Since when was the sky like this?

What is revealed to the disciples on the mountain isn’t something new – it is the “really real” Jesus. The glory has been there all along. Jesus didn’t ‘become’ dazzling because God did something magical. The disciples were simply allowed to see. “Where did that come from?” they must have wondered. Since when was Jesus like this?

Always. Always. From before the beginning of time. He is the Light of the World. 

And he invites us into his glorious presence. 

Thomas Merton, the great Catholic mystic, spent his life trying to help the rest of us come into the presence of God. He wrote:
If we are open and available to this presence, our lives will be transformed. The spiritual journey is a struggle to be ever more available to God and to let go of the obstacles to that transforming process. The Gospel is not merely an invitation to be a better person. It is an invitation to become divine. It invites us to share the interior life of [God.]

The gift of the Transfiguration is not just an ‘ooh’ and ‘aah’ moment, a kind of cosmic light show. It’s the promise that we ourselves will be transformed. That the Light of God will change us so that we will shine with his glory. “You are the light of the world,” Jesus told his disciples. Our light is a reflection of his light, as the moon is to the sun. The moon has no light of its own creation. Without the sun, the moon is just another dull, hard rock. With the sun’s light, it is glorious. 

But it is a struggle to be available to God. It is a spiritual struggle to put oneself in a place where you can finally see the stars. Most of the time, there’s too much clutter to get in the way of us seeing. We can’t see the extraordinary because it takes so much effort just to deal with the ordinary stuff of life. 

It makes me wonder what we’re missing. 

I recently heard a story about an experiment that the Washington Post sponsored. They asked a violinist to go into the Metro and play; they wanted to see what would happen. So he took his violin, went down into the subway on a cold January morning, and played for about 45 minutes. 

The response was what you might expect: one man slowed down for a bit to listen, then hurried on to catch the subway. Someone else got lingered for a few minutes, then hustled off to work. A few folks threw money in the till; the grand total was $32. Few people seemed to notice at all. 
The violinist was Joshua Bell, a world-famous musician with a priceless instrument, playing Bach. And nobody noticed. 

Except the children. The children were enraptured. A 3-year-old stopped dead in his tracks to listen and stare, until his mother pulled him away; even then, the child craned his neck to see. 

The children were the only ones who were not so overwhelmed by the ordinary, that they missed the extraordinary right in their midst. 

I am not suggesting we all go away to become mystics. I am saying that unless we allow ourselves to be in the presence of God’s Light, unless we struggle to be available to God, we will hurry through our lives never knowing what we have missed. 

Thomas Merton reminds us that this spiritual work is urgent, and compelling:

God’s will for us is to manifest God’s goodness and infinite tenderness in our lives right now. Christian tradition is not merely a handing on of various doctrines and rituals. It is the handing on of the experience of the living Christ, revealed in Scripture, preserved in the sacraments, renewed in every act of prayer, and present in a special way in the major events of our lives.

That’s what the Transfiguration is about: the experience of the living Christ. God’s Light shining in our hearts, shining so brightly that our faces begin to shine with his glory. Until we ourselves become radiant with the divine, reflecting the light of Christ in our own living flesh and blood. 

These things I know to be true: this dark world needs light, and we know where to find it. It’s there, in the radiant face of Jesus, blinding us with his glory. 
Yes, we have to go down off the mountain; and yes, the cross still awaits us. The world has not changed because we have seen God. But we have. And this time, when we go down that mountain, we are carrying the Light of Christ with us, a light no darkness can quench. 
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