6th March 2011 SERMON: The God of Mountain Top and Valley
Allister Lane
Matthew 17:1-9

I’m not sure how many of you were awoken on Friday morning by the earthquake...
If you did, you may have been like me and had that split-second confusion about what was going on. 
Am I awake? 
What’s that noise? 
Is this shaking going to stop, or get worse?
It’s a small taster I guess of what people in Christchurch have been dealing with for over six months. The affects of the most recent devastating quake in Christchurch have been horrendous in places, with many people describing events as surreal and so unfamiliar (like a ‘war-zone’, or a ‘bomb-site’).  
People struggle to describe the event, and use descriptions of events far away that have never experienced. 

This attempt to describe unfamiliar events the best we can might say something about how we understand the event in the Gospel reading today: what’s called The Transfiguration.

I mean what sort of event is this?  It seems important – important enough to record in the stories told by the early church – yet it clearly is hard to relate to, it seems foreign to us:

dead heroes showing up

faces shining

clothes dazzling

clouds and mysterious voices.
This is an event that is told by the author of Matthew’s Gospel as an event of history, 
but clearly is an event that the normal categories of history cannot describe. 
That’s probably exactly why it’s been recorded: 
it’s seen as an event of God; a special event that cannot be easily explained.

So how are we to understand it? Can we understand it?

I think it’s worth trying, and so to try and understand this event, I want us to focus on the person of Jesus. For he’s the main character throughout the whole Gospel story, and he’s in this event.

So what can we find out about Jesus from this event?
What is Jesus doing in this event?

He’s standing on a high mountain, “his face shining like the sun, and his clothes dazzling white.” (v2)

We might be tempted to say that a shining, dazzling Jesus shows us that he is divine – that Jesus is God. 
After all, that is certainly one of the principal claims Christianity makes about Jesus: that he is God’s very own Son – one with God.
Is this an event showing us Jesus’ true identity?
Is this uncovering who Jesus really is?

Does this suggest Jesus merely appeared to be human but was really something else?

Are we getting a sneak peak of what’s under a disguise? A disguise of a normal-looking human body?
Is this the real Jesus behind the ordinary human figure?
We might be tempted to think so.

We might think that to be God (to be divine) means something other than the ordinary stuff of our lives. Surely shininess is a sign of divinity?

Surely.

Many of our images of God and ‘the divine’ are from culture. 
Many depictions of God are not based on what’s written in the Bible, but come from other ancient sources – such as Greek mythology (many fine paintings draw on Greek mythology to depict the divine, and that’s where we have a powerful-looking musclely man of a god throwing a lightning bolt from the sky!). 
This kind of visual symbolism can be attractive and evocative, but it is not biblical.

Depictions of God in contemporary art, in films and on TV, invariably present similar (supposed) ‘divine characteristics’. 
In the film Bruce Almighty, God (played by Morgan Freeman) wears a perfect white suit.

In today’s story of the transfiguration, we can’t make the assumption that the ‘Shininess’ is a straightforward characteristic of divinity because the account of this event in Luke’s Gospel has Moses and Elijah also shining – and they are certainly not considered to be divine.
The presence of Moses and Elijah with Jesus on the mountain top locate Jesus within the long story of God. Their presence at this event demonstrates that Jesus is continuing the purposes of God we read about in the Old Testament. The same God who spoke to and guided Moses and Elijah is the same God present in Jesus.
This is not an event to prove Jesus’ divinity (that he is God) through ‘shininess’ or whatever.

What this event does tell us is that Jesus is part of God’s continuing plan for the world, 
that he is someone to pay attention to and listen to.

This is an event does another really important thing: it points us toward another event where Jesus most fully reveals who God is. 
It’s an event that reveals God, and God’s character, the most of any event.
 And yet it is so strange, it looks so unlike what we expect ‘the divine’ to look like it’s unrecognisable – at least it’s unrecognisable without God’s help.

This event that reveals God most clearly is Jesus hanging on the cross.
This Easter event of the cross is not one of glory and power, but of shame and death.
As we approach the Easter season this week, this event on the mountain we have read today hints at the shameful event of Easter.

Here the glory of the mountain top points toward the dark day of the cross; this significant event to come, which is the climax of Jesus’ mission on earth and the centre of our Christian faith.

· Here, Jesus is standing illuminated on a mountain, there Jesus will be revealed in shame on a hill outside Jerusalem.

· Here Jesus’ clothes are shining white; there, his clothes will be stripped off, and soldiers play games to win them. 

· Here he has Moses and Elijah on either side, two of Israel's greatest heroes, there he will have on either side two criminals.
· Here, a bright cloud shines on the event; there, darkness will come over the land. 

· Here Peter blurts out how wonderful it all is; there, Peter will hide in shame after denying he even knows Jesus. 

· Here a voice from God the Father declares that this is his beloved Son; there, it will be a pagan soldier who declares, in surprise, that this really is God's son.
(grateful acknowledgement to Tom Wright for this list of comparisons)

Despite the vivid contrast between the mountain top event and the shame of Jesus’ death of the cross, we offer praise to God for the truth of his revelation.
With wondrous, overwhelming love God shares all our experiences.

And because God shares all our experiences, he understands what we experience:
Sadness


joy



human relationships (both gain and loss)




fun with friends





personal pain and anxiety






hunger







anger








and grief.

How significant it is for us at this time that God knows our experiences; when we are feeling the pain of the natural disaster in Canterbury.

We praise God for coming to be one with us, sharing what is ours.

We also give praise to God because Jesus not only shares what is ours, he transforms our reality. Through the loving action of Jesus the worst is buried with Jesus’ death, and with Jesus we are raised to new life.

Even in the glory of his resurrection it would be a mistake to think Jesus sheds the human reality he shares with us. Jesus does not discard his humanness to somehow restore his divine glory, rather he lifts our humanity into the presence of divine life, sharing with us the fullness and wholeness of God’s love.
The transfiguration of Jesus on the mountain top is not a revelation of Jesus as non-human, but the complete opposite: it is Jesus presented as uber-human or most-human. He is the first one of a transformed humanity; the one the Bible calls the pioneer and perfector of all of us who will share his glory (Hebrews 2:10, 12:2).
I want to conclude this reflection on what this transfiguration event tells us about Jesus, by reminding us all of what the voice of God the Father spoke on the mountain top that day.

The voice joins with the visual; drawing all of Jesus’ teaching (his Sermon on the Mount, we’ve heard in recent weeks), all Jesus’ acts of kindness and healing.  
And together Jesus’ teaching and actions give us a vision of God’s glory.

It’s a vision that is greater than the reality around us.

It’s a vision that sustains us at the worst of times.

It’s a vision that is echoed in the best of our experiences. 

It’s a vision that is anything but cheap and tacky, for it’s a vision that is defined by costly love, by Jesus’ suffering and death for our sakes.

It’s not some glitzy special effects that reveal Jesus’ divine qualifications – it’s a display of love that gives up all power and pride to save us from death.

It’s love that comes from God: “This is my Son, the Beloved;* with him I am well pleased”
And calling us forward to live in this love, God’s voice speaks three words to us:    
“...listen to him!”

Pay attention to Jesus the healer, the helper, the pioneer and perfector of faith: “...listen to him!”

As we approach Easter, will we listen to Jesus?

How will we listen to Jesus?

What will we do to give ourselves space and time to pause and listen, so that we might get a true glimpse of God’s glorious vision for us and the world?

Will we listen still when Jesus says to us “take up your cross and follow me”...?   Amen.
