C:sermons/year-a/Transfiguration-2011-The White Light

March 6th, 2011

By Thomas L. Truby

Exodus 24:12-18, 2 Peter 1:16-21 and Matthew 17:1-9

“The White Light”
For weeks now we have studied the sermon in which Jesus tells us how to follow him.  We have been astonished by his compassion and challenged by his insistence on non-violence as a way of life.  Who is he!  What gives him the right to call us into question and address us with such authority?

All three of today’s Bible readings tie together at the point of the Transfiguration of Jesus.  The Exodus passage sets the stage when Moses goes up a mountain where he meets God and receives the tablets of stone containing the law and the commandments.  Matthew finds Jesus going up a mountain with three disciples who see him Transfigured.  For Matthew, Jesus is the new Moses as well as the new tablet of stone guiding us in how to live.   2nd Peter describes the impact being on that mountain had on Peter causing him to gradually come to see everything, absolutely everything, differently.  Today I want us to think about all three of these texts.
Verse 16 of the Exodus passage says, “The glory of the LORD settled on Mount Sinai, and the cloud covered it for six days; on the seventh day he called to Moses out of the cloud.”  Matthew’s Gospel lesson begins with, “Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and his brother John and led them up a high mountain, by themselves.”  In each case something has been brewing for six days.  The mountain has been shrouded for six days in the Holy Presence of God and Moses has been waiting.  Then he is called up.
What has been brewing for six days with Jesus and the disciples?  What happened six days before Jesus’ ascent up the mountain?  Matthew did not put the reference to six days into his gospel for nothing.  It has meaning.  We find the answer in chapter 16:21 and it is astounding.

From that time on, (six days before) Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and undergo great suffering at the hands of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised.  
And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him, saying, “God forbid it, Lord!  This must never happen to you.”  But he (Jesus) turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan!  You are a stumbling block to me; for you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.
For Matthew, the cloud of God’s presence turns out to be Jesus’ announcement that he must go to Jerusalem, suffer and die at the hands of the religious establishment and on the third day be raised.  God’s presence is shown in God’s willingness to suffer and die for his people.  This is the mysterious cloud hanging in the air. The very glory of God is shown as willingness to suffer and die rather than kill and coerce.  How different from Moses!  Glory as weakness and willingness to suffer rather than glory as majesty and spectacular displays of power!
Peter is so shocked by this inversion of thought that he decides Jesus must be going crazy.  He pulls Jesus aside for a private conversation hoping to change his mind.  Jesus then tells Peter to get behind him for in tempting him to renounce the journey of Lent and Holy Week he is making himself into Satan, the one who tempts with violence and domination, rather than live out God’s way of forgiving death and final resurrection.
Six days after this confrontation, Jesus asks Peter and two others to climb a mountain with him.  Here we discover a second way in which Jesus’ ascent differs from Moses’.  Moses takes Joshua and then leaves him half way up the mountain.  Jesus takes three disciples and all three go to the very top.  Moses went by himself but Jesus takes three others.  Jesus’ way is relational.  It is about a community journey, a group climbing to find God and then discovering God to be Jesus transformed, his face shining like the sun.  It is not about the super-leader who alone disappears into the mist and returns with the law that all must obey.  Jesus is a relational leader who transforms hearts, making them available for community.  It works from the inside out rather than being imposed from the outside and depending on the threat of exclusion for its power.  
The description of the glory of the Lord provides the third contrast.  Exodus describes it this way:  “Now the appearance of the glory of the LORD was like a devouring fire on the top of the mountain in the sight of the people of Israel.”  The glory of the LORD is like a devouring fire on top of the mountain and it inspires awe and fear. It is the volcano erupting, the forest fire cresting the hill, the nuclear explosion just happening on the other side but on its way.  This God can burn you and is certainly not a God you want to get close to or embrace.  This is the God of Moses and the God the disciples thought of as their God.  No wonder they were afraid.
Matthew, and the other hand, presents the glory of the LORD in an utterly new way.  “He was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his clothes became dazzling white.”  Jesus himself is the glory of God.  His face shone like the sun.  It is not an angry face, dark and brooding, like a parent about to smack you.  It is a happy face, a radiant face, a face of blessing and not curses; full of love. 

It is like the sun in the upper corner of a child’s picture revealing their hope and need for a blessing.  Jesus’ face shown like a grandparent’s face that beams upon their four year old granddaughter when she brings the birthday card she is making for her daddy.  Jesus’ face is God’s face turned toward us.
Instead of “devouring fire” we see “clothes dazzling.”  Instead of the red, yellow and orange of flames, we see a person, radiating light.  And it is a person, not a set of stone tablets with rules.  God’s full disclosure shows itself as Jesus; full of light, brightness, and love. Light emanates from him.  He is its source.  It is not coming from some other place and bouncing off of him.  It is coming from him.  He is the son of the living God.
In Matthew’s account, Moses’ cloud now appears and engulfs them and from its interior, a voice speaks.  “This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him!”  The disciples hear God’s voice and fall to the ground immobilized.  In their minds they experience the glory of the LORD as a devouring fire.  This is the God of Moses and of their tradition now firmly entrenched in their imaginations.  But it is not the God that Jesus has just revealed.  It is not the God who has just told them to listen to Jesus more than Moses and Elijah.  No, it is the God of truth expressed in dazzling white rather than fiery red.
Jesus, again acting as the true God, “touches them, saying, ‘Get up and do not be afraid.”  As they go down the mountain, Jesus instructs them to tell no one until he had been raised from the dead.  
They have seen him for who he is.  Now he is ready to continue toward Jerusalem through Lent and to that place where the fullest revelation of the glory of the LORD appears on a crucifying cross and in an empty tomb—not a mountain on fire or a “cloud obscuring” but Jesus plainly seen. 
I want now to tie a bow on this by connecting it back to our epistle; for Peter also was there on that mountain.  Many years later Peter or one of his followers said, “For we did not follow cleverly devised myths….but we have been eye witnesses of his majesty.”  What you have heard today is no cleverly devised myth.   Myths disguise the truth, hide the violence and cover for the persecutors.  Gospel reveals truth.  Myths tell us that “the glory of the LORD was like a devouring fire on top of the mountain” and that some must die to that fire. Myths are of our own making and tell more about ourselves than the God Jesus revealed.  
No, the truth of the Gospel reveals a white light, so radiant and redeeming, that it will extinguish itself to show us the new light—this new light is so bright it cannot be darkened.  We too are witnesses to this new light for we are seeing it in our midst.  It founds our community and leads us.  And like Peter, we too “will do well to be attentive to this (light) as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in our hearts.” 
We end the season of light, and move into the season of Lent.  Amen.
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