March 5, 2011 

Exodus 24:12-18; Psalm 99; 1 Peter 1:16-21; Matthew 17:1-9

Today we celebrate the Transfiguration of the Lord.  Now, transfiguration is not a word we use very often and it does not come up in the bible very much either.   I needed a quick definition of the word “transfiguration” so I looked up in my handy dandy bible dictionary and it says this ... not a very helpful definition.  But I did find out that the word “transfiguration” comes from the same word as “metamorphosis”.  So, a transfiguration is a transformation, a shift in physical appearance.  Matthew tells us that the disciples go with Jesus up a very high mountain by themselves, and he was transfigured before them, his face shone like the sun, his clothes became dazzling white.  Transfiguration, transformation, metamorphosis indeed.  It must have been quite a sight for Peter, James and his brother John.  Glory oozing from the face of this carpenter from Nazareth.  Splendour from heaven shining all around.  Matthew goes on to tell us that there is a bright cloud that overshadows them, figures like Moses and Elijah appear almost as ghosts and a voice is heard from the cloud, “This is my son, listen to him”.  As you might expect, the disciples become afraid.  But, as quickly as it starts, it is over: the disciples lift up their eyes and they only see Jesus.   He looks ordinary again.  The clouds disappear, Moses and Elijah vanish.  It is a bit of a strange story.  I mean, have you ever seen anyone transfigured or experienced a vision of Moses and Elijah?  Me neither.   Across the 28 chapters of Matthew’s gospel, we hear stories about Jesus walking on the water, little girls who rise from the dead and the feeding of the five thousand.  But this story of the Transfiguration is different.  No one is healed.  No one is fed.  There is no new teaching that Jesus imparts to the crowds.  In fact, there is no crowd.  This story of Jesus’ face shining like the sun is revealed only to the select few, to that private inner circle: only the eyes of Peter, James and John see this bright cloud, only the ears of Peter, James and John hear that voice.  While I have no doubt that something amazing happened on top of that particular mountain during that particular afternoon, I have to wonder what Matthew is really getting at in this story.  I also have to think that this is an important story.  This is a story that deserves some attention from the preacher.  

Another story that deserves the attention of the preacher is from the first reading, the reading from the book of Exodus.  It comes from chapter 24 and we are at Mt Sinai.  The book of Exodus begins as the people of Israel are slaves in Egypt, but in chapter 3, the Lord calls Moses to lead them to freedom through the Red Sea, to let my people go.  In chapter 14, they begin their journey through the wilderness, enduring hardship, hunger and thirst.  But through it all, the Lord has provided for them.  In chapter 20, the people of Israel receive the Ten Commandments and after that, all the way up to chapter 24 this morning, a wide range of other rules and regulations are given to the people: rules concerning everything from how to worship in the time of harvest, the amount of restitution owed after kidnapping, and what to do if you happen to find your enemy’s donkey wandering in your field.  By the way, you are supposed to give it back - unharmed.   The “finder’s keepers” rule is not found in the bible.  Anyway, it has been the Lord who has been talking to Moses and the other leaders of the people about all these laws, but now, here in chapter 24, the Lord wants a more intimate conversation with his servant Moses.  The Lord calls Moses away from the company of Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu, and the seventy elders who have been with him.  The Lord speaks to Moses and says, “Come up to me on the mountain, and wait there”.  And that is what Moses does.   Moses begins to walk.  He has walked up this mountain before, remembers a time not so long ago, face to face with a burning bush, when he had to take off his shoes because he was standing on holy ground.  This morning, there is no burning bush, but Moses sees how holy this ground really is.  As he walks over the sand, rocks and stones of the side of the mountain, he begins to see that there is something emerging from underneath the dust – something like the pavement of sapphire stone.   Moses looks down, Moses looks up, Moses looks around, and he begins to see something of glory appearing from the ordinariness of his surroundings, something of the very heaven of clearness breaking through the earth.  Hidden in the rocks, the stones and the dust, concealed under the veil of creation, is that “something more” that Moses has longed to see.  Moses comes up a mountain, he waits.  Moses comes up a mountain, he walks carefully, mindfully, gently, and humbly.  Moses lifts up his eyes and sees a moment of glory.   

And the question is has that ever happened to you?  Whether we look at the story of Moses on the mountain or the story of Jesus on the mountain, my guess is that not too many of you have seen the pavement of sapphire stone nor have many of you seen the face of Jesus shining like the sun.   But I do not think that Matthew’s gospel or the story from Exodus is about just those particular events.  When Jesus takes with him Peter, James and John, he is doing more than simply walking with them.  He is inviting them, somehow joining his heart to theirs, he is carrying them into a place that they have never been before, he is introducing them to the mystery of the presence of glory hidden underneath and carefully concealed within the everyday things of the world around us.  Has that ever happened to you?  Encountered a moment of glory in the midst of the ordinary, witnessed something of beauty, joy and wonder in the most surprising of places?  In the book of Exodus, Moses sees because Moses waits, he learns that inner posture of quietness, he learns to watch and wait, to come and see, to abide and receive.  And isn’t that what you and I need to do - learn to walk like Moses did - quietly, reverently, carefully, mindfully?   We need to lift up our eyes and see things differently too.  We do not need to be afraid.  I think glory emerges, I think radiance seeps through, I think heaven spills over into our lives more often than we admit.  You lift up your eyes, and see that the sky is a bit more blue, the trees seem to shimmer with a renewed vibrance, there is something in the waves on the beaches of Presquille that you can’t quite describe.  Or maybe you touch your child’s hand and there is that moment that takes your breath away, or the love that you share with those closest to you feels just a little bit more pure.  In those sacred moments, we catch a glimpse of a world transfigured, transformed, grace and glory emerge, a world pregnant with the Divine, another world that Peter, James and John saw in the light streaming from the face of the carpenter from Nazareth.  This is why the story from Matthew has been written down.  This is why we remember the journey of Moses up the mountain so long ago.  Both Moses and the disciples heard those stirrings, they felt that quietness whispering like a rumour from another world, that glimpse of the something more that has been there all the time.  

And I wonder, I just wonder, how different our lives would be if we went about the ordinary things, washing the dishes, buying the groceries, doing the laundry, what if these ordinary activities become for us the doorway into that “something more”.  I wonder how our relationships would be like if we could look at one another differently – maybe your neighbour’s face does not shine like the sun - but maybe we need to seek and serve Christ within them just a little more diligently.  We need to wait with one another, quietly and patiently, offering them respect and dignity, until heaven appears.  When Moses waits, it is the kind of waiting that is open to receive, a quiet anticipation, a hopeful heart, the kind of waiting where Moses knows that there is something more that has yet to be revealed.  So, as you and I go through our lives, go through the things of our day, can we learn to wait, to come and see, to abide and to receive, to wait for those ordinary things to be transformed by hope and transfigured by love?  What if we lived our lives in that joy of knowing that concealed within the stuff around us is a moment of radiance, and maybe the very ground beneath our feet is the very threshold of heaven itself.  Maybe something like we read in Matthew’s gospel this day, a face shining like the sun, clothes as bright as dazzling light, maybe transfiguration is closer than we think.  

