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Transfiguration Sunday
Sermon Texts:
Exodus 24: 12-18; 34: 29-35




Matthew 17: 1-9




II Corinthians 3:12 - 4:2

Sermon Title:
"Going to the Mountain"

Sermon Topic:
The Transfiguration

Sermon Purpose:  To teach the event of the Transfiguration and how it relates to us, today.

......................................

Sermon Prayer: Holy God, we know that we are not to interpret any prophecy of Scripture by ourselves.  The prophecies were written - not by any human whim, but by those impelled by the Holy Spirit to communicate the words of God.  Now, impart to us, we pray, the Spirit of Understanding and Discernment, that the meditation of my heart and the words of my lips might be acceptable in your sight and reveal to us the mission and witness that has been given to us by Your Son, our Lord, Jesus Christ.  In His name, we pray.  Amen.

How many of you have ever had a vision?  (I’m not talking about watching an attractive person enter a room.  I’m talking about having an image present itself to you with sound and purpose and definite visual impact.)    [Raise your hands.]  All right.  How many of you have ever heard voices of someone who lived hundreds of years before?  [Okay, so we know it’s time to give the pastor a few days’ vacation.  He’s about ready to crack. He’s talking about having visions and hearing the voices of dead people.]

How would you react if you had been one of those three disciples who accompanied Jesus up the mountain to His Transfiguration?  You see; people's reactions to the biblical account of the Transfiguration vary.  Some are embarrassed - because it’s so fantastic and supernatural.  Some are confident that every word is absolute truth because God Himself wrote it down on the page!  Then, of course, there are those who may not be embarrassed, but they’re not absolutely confident in the facts as they are presented.  It's only natural for 21st century Christians to wonder about something like this.  We don’t experience God working that way, anymore.  We've become accustomed to a different "natural" order of things that doesn’t involve visions and voices.  (In fact, when we find someone having visions and hearing voices, we wind up looking for help for them: pastoral, psychiatric, physical help.  These occurrences aren't "normal" in our daily lives.)

Look at what happened.  Jesus took Peter, James, and John up the mountain.  Jesus' face shone like the sun.  Remember when Moses received the Ten Commandments and he came down from the mountain?  His face shone because he had been talking with God!  If Peter, James and John didn't know it before, it was clear, now, that they were in God’s presence.

And, the two people who appear with Jesus: Moses and Elijah?  They represent certain aspects of the Old Testament faith.  Moses represents the law:  Ten Commandments he brought down from God's holy mountain to his people.  Elijah represents the Prophets: the people who called for justice and reform; the people who tried to point other people in the direction of God's will.

And then came the voice from heaven.  "This is my Son with whom I am well pleased - listen to him."  And, after the voice, Moses and Elijah are gone.

It seems clear to me that all these things are telling us that Jesus fulfills the law and the prophets.  Obedience to Jesus is fulfilling God's law.  Following Christ is doing God's will for justice and reform.

So, do we throw away the Ten Commandments?  No.  Jesus calls for us to obey them.  And, we don't ignore the prophets - even the prophets of today - who call for peace and justice, for deeper Christian commitment.  Jesus fulfills the law and the prophets.  He does not do away with them.

Think about how you would react, if all of this happened to you.  Peter's reaction was typical … for him: enthusiastic and well-meaning, but a little off target.  He wanted to use that spot to build monuments to the three people who appeared - Moses, Elijah, and Jesus.

You almost get the feeling that, sometimes, Jesus wanted to roll his eyes and breathe a deep sigh, as if to say, "Hold on to your hat! Here he goes, again!"

Peter has had this mountaintop experience (literally), and he wants to enshrine it with monuments.  Peter would like to turn the spectacular into concrete.  It's like trying to turn the memory of a deep, emotional experience into a monument so you won't forget.  It sounds great, but it loses something in the translation.  Profound religious living experiences don't carry over into stone, marble, wood, or concrete because the life is left out of them - and they just don't mean the same thing, anymore.

Finally, Jesus, Peter, James and John had to come down from the mountain:.  They had to go from the mountaintop experience into the mundane world.

Well, now, don't ... we ... all?

Our peak religious experiences are important, but they also have to carry over into the real world.  This part of the transfiguration experience makes me think about two reactions to the Christian faith that we need to be careful about.

First is the danger of living our faith while thinking we always have to be on a religious high.  It's the sense that if we are really good Christians we should be spiritually charged-up, all the time.  People with this attitude tend to search for religious experiences, constantly, and neglect living that experience in their daily lives.  These people demand that every weekly worship service be dramatic and emotionally, as well as spiritual: a Gaither concert, a revival, a Billy Graham Crusade, or whatever.

(They are the ones who expect their pastor to be a smiling caricature of a man who stands in front of the congregation, every week, saying something like ... "Since I turned my life over to Jesus, my hair grew back, my breath got sweeter, and even my car is running better.")

But the important religious experience that's not lived out in the real world - with neighbors and children and people at work, is like a helium-filled balloon.  It's up there in a world of its own.  Soon, it withers and droops, and then drops to the ground - useless.

It was Frederick Beuchner who said, "Faith is the word that describes the direction our feet start moving when we find that we are loved.  Faith is stepping out into the unknown with nothing to guide us but a hand just beyond our reach."  Faith must involve stepping out, getting involved in the real world with our faith.

The dramatic religious experiences, like the Transfiguration, must happen in our lives.  But, we have to come down from the mountain and carry that experience into our everyday life, if it is to have any meaning.

The second danger that this account points to is the opposite of the first.  You and I can get so caught up in the routine, religious mechanics of the church, and not allow time for spiritual growth to happen.  In a sense, we can be too busy to go to the mountain, in the first place.

A danger for active Church people is that we may replace Christianity with "church-ianity."  You and I can become so involved with church work: with committees, budgets, schedules and activities, that we overlook the quiet growth and spiritual formation.  We can be so active doing good work that we don't have the time for prayer, or for reflection, or even for a devotional time.  We can burn out by doing good and suffocate a meaningful spiritual experience.

Imagine if Peter, James and John were so busy doing good deeds that when Jesus came and asked them to go up the mountain with Him, they said something like, "I'd really love to, Jesus, but I've got a committee meeting, tonight, and we're packing food - for the needy - tomorrow.  Maybe some other time."  Some people miss the mountaintop experience because they're so busy doing good things.

Of course, that doesn't mean that we should stop doing good, but our lives need balance.  Our faith needs nourishment.

Jesus' experience with Peter, James and John was a deeply religious, once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

Many of us have probably had an experience something like that - though certainly not on the scale of the Transfiguration.  But, what do we do when we're fortunate enough to have something like this happen in our lives?

If we try to enshrine it (or, if we only try to live from one dramatic moment to another), it becomes empty.  On the other hand, if we try to be active Christians in the world without spiritual experiences of any depth, we become tired and tiresome.

Those experiences are not our whole Christian life.  But, we can’t live as Christians without them, either.  We need a balance.  A religious experience must become part of our routine, and our ordinary lives must be fed by spiritual depth.  

Let us pray:


Transcendent God, all too soon our experiences of your sublime presence fade when we leave the awesome view of what you have created.  We remember such experiences with thanksgiving.  We rejoice in the awesomeness of your presence as communicated by the grandeur of architecture or the sweep of great music and art.  We are humbly grateful for the sense of belonging, when the Spirit draws us into genuine community with Christ, and we, too, are favored to know your love.  We thank you, O God, through our Lord Jesus Christ.  In His name, we pray.  Amen.
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