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Last Sunday after the Epiphany:  Transfiguration Sunday

March 2, 2014
Exodus 24:12-18;  Matthew 17:1-9

Historian Thomas Cahill, in his otherwise wonderful book The Gifts of the Jews, falls into the trap which is so much our modern tendency:  trying to explain away the mysterious and the scientifically inexplicable.  He takes the story of the Exodus from Egypt—that powerful act of  God leading the Israelites to freedom through the Red Sea – and simply explains it away.  It was not the Red Sea, Cahill says, but the Reed Sea -- a marshy area which was temporarily dried up by strong winds blowing over the desert.  The people of Israel could walk over the partially dried-up marsh, but the wheels of the Egyptian chariots got stuck.  A plausible theory – from the pragmatic, intellectual, physical perspective;  and it may be what actually happened.  But it brushes aside one of the central and founding experiences of the Jewish faith – one of the most profound experiences of God any group of people have ever experienced.  The fact that it may have been the Reed Sea rather than the Red Sea changes nothing.  The people of Israel experienced God in that event in such a powerful way that if transformed them forever.
We can always find a way to explain away experiences of God, and therefore not have to enter personally into the divine Mystery – to actually experience God.   The experience of God is the “story within the story” of our lives.   

Speaking of the challenge of preaching on our Gospel lesson, William Willimon writes, “Let us begin with a dose of intellectual humility.  We are modern people who have been led to believe that we all have the capacity to understand, to grasp… anything to which we put our minds… Yet Christianity is a revealed religion.”  (Pulpit Resource, Vol. 27, #1, p.28)  Our modern rational processes are too narrow, and must be expanded to include the truths which poets try to express in their poetry, artists in their art, musicians in their music—truths arrived at not by skilled application of human reason, but by the attentive listening to, and looking for, the revelation of God in our spirit and soul. 

Thomas Cahill acclaims the 10 Commandments as ground-breaking ethical guidelines in the history of humanity – one of the many “gifts of the Jews” which give his book its title.  And that is true – as far as it goes.  But as Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann points out (“Exodus”, The New Interpreter’s Bible, Abingdon, Vol. 1, pp. 880-883), the context of the giving of the 10 Commandments is as important as the ethical instructions themselves.  The Commandments were given in the context of a solemn covenanting ceremony (which you can read about in the verses preceding today’s lesson) and in the context of Moses’ intimate and awesome communion with God.  God’s giving of the Law involves a binding oath of loyalty (Exodus 24:3-8) which creates a new community in the world.  At the same time, Moses’ reception of the Law involved his going up the mountain alone, waiting on God for six days (while enveloped in a dark cloud), and then being in the closest presence of the Divine for a long time.  Brueggemann describes the fearsome event:  “[What Moses encounters] in this meeting is not the God who is seen.  It is ‘the glory of the LORD,’ which is ‘like’ a devouring fire:  alive, dangerous, and visible… And ‘Moses entered the cloud.’  What a statement!  He goes where no one has ever gone.  He leaves the zone of humanness and enters the very sphere of God.  And there he stays, forty days and forty nights…  No one, not Aaron or Israel or the narrator, knows whether he will ever come out again.” (Ibid., p.882)  The Law is revealed and given in a most intimate, awesome, and extended encounter with the very Creator of the Universe.  Brueggemann says that “At the center of the Sinai tradition is an act of contemplation, an awed, silent, respectful look at God” (Ibid., p.882) -- being in the presence of God so intimately that God’s very self is absorbed into Moses’ soul and spirit.  (No wonder his face radiated!)  

Dr. Brueggemann makes the connection between our Old Testament and Gospel lessons:  “[On the Mt. of Transfiguration, as on Mt. Sinai,] there is glory;  here also the cloud overwhelms;  and here also, finally, a massive, terrifying voice is heard.  The narrative of the Transfiguration is no ordinary story.  It tells of the faithful disciples’ being given an intimate glimpse into the reality of God’s holiness…

“At the core of Christian faith is an overpowering, unutterable disclosure that gives access to the awesome holiness and moves in the direction of contemplation, wonderment, and grateful awe…” (Ibid., p.883)

Such experiences are a far cry from the over-confidence in human reason with which we moderns often live.  Now I thank God for our powers of human reason – don’t get me wrong!  But we don’t handle revelation well in our technological, materialistic culture.  Yet Christianity is a revealed and relational faith.  

Peter, James, and John are our stand-ins in the Transfiguration story;  for it is our story, too.  We can read the whole story in the first person:  we are Peter, James or John with Jesus on that holy mountain.  When we become part of the story, Jesus is not a character on the written page, but a person who is encountered, and we too hear the voice:  ‘This is my Son, the Beloved… listen to him.’  (see Homily Service, p.37)  In place of the Commandments written on tablets of stone, our encounter on the Mt. of Transfiguration has left us with the person of Jesus Christ, and the Word from the cloud:  “Listen to him.”
Faced with an overwhelming experience of God, how do we handle it?  Do we internalize it, allow it to transform us;  or do we externalize it, squeeze it into a box we already have, like Peter squeezing this new and overpowering experience of the Transfiguration into a ritual box he already has – the ancient Jewish ritual of the Booths?  That ancient festival isn’t anything new, whereas the experience of Jesus is something transformingly new!  
St. Paul, student of one of the most famous rabbis of his day, with all his prodigious intellect and learning, did not come to Christianity by reasoned argument, but by revelation – and a rather violent and unwelcome revelation, at that:  it not only knocked him to the ground and blinded him, but caused him to retreat into the desert alone to process the upheaval in his life (Galatians 1:15-17).  I stand here before you today with a collar on in large part because of a revelation of the Living God in my life – an experience which changed me, from the inside out.  After that experience, I could never look at the world again in the same way.  Believe me, being an ordained minister was the farthest thing from my mind when I was in college.
C.S. Lewis was a confirmed atheist, a brilliant thinker, the best lecturer at Oxford in his day.  Yes, his Christian friends (J.R.R. Tolkien among them) influenced him;  but their arguments were not what finally converted him to Christianity.  Rather, he was, as the title of his autobiography states, “surprised by joy”.   His final conversion did not take place while pouring over books in his study, or while kneeling at the altar, but rather on a motorcycle on the way to the zoo with his brother Warnie.  Lewis writes:  “When we set out [by motorcycle to the Whipsnade Zoo] I did not believe that Jesus Christ was the Son of God, and when we reached the zoo I did.”  (Surprised by Joy)  His whole life from early childhood on being consumed with books, Lewis realized their limitation.  He wrote:  “Any patch of sunlight in a wood will show you something about the sun which you could never get from reading books on astronomy.” (Letters to Malcolm, Chiefly on Prayer)
How do we moderns understand the Transfiguration of Jesus?  Like Thomas Cahill, scholars down through the years have offered many plausible explanations for this mysterious event:  it was a dream which the disciples had, or it was a misunderstanding of some natural event, or a purely symbolic story created from other ancient stories of divine appearances.  (M. Eugene Boring, “Matthew”, The New Interpreter’s Bible, Vol. VIII, Abingdon, p.365).  We could try to approach the story objectively, rationally, confident of our prodigious powers of analysis.  Or we could, as Willimon suggests, “begin with a dose of intellectual humility” and try to see it with the eyes of faith.  
Ours is not a religion based on a sophisticated system of philosophy;  but rather on the self-revelation of an awesome and loving God who calls us to himself and changes us forever.    
AMEN
