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So, we come to the last Sunday in our windows series and today’s window is on the east side of the
sanctuary. It's the second to last set of windows on that side. Some of you can see the window, but if you can’t,
it’s also on our bulletin cover. It’s a large image of Jesus talking to two bearded gentlemen, one of them is holding
the tablets of the law and the other is holding a scroll. Do you know who these two men are? One is Moses and
the other is Elijah. Moses is the one holding the stone tablets of the law — the ten commandments that God gave
on Sinai. The man holding the scroll is Elijah the prophet. We heard a lot about him in the fall. This image depicts
the Bible story that | will read in a moment — the story of the Transfiguration.

A couple of interesting side notes about the image: First, did you notice that there are two red horns
coming out of Moses’ head. That’s not an accident. The window people put those there on purpose. In the
history of Christian art Moses is often portrayed with horns. (Think of Michelangelo’s 1515 statue in Rome) If you
want to know why, ask me after the service and I'll tell you, because it would take too long to explain now.
Second interesting thing: Do you notice how Jesus’ halo has a cross in it? That’s typical. You can always tell it’s
Jesus when there’s a cross in the halo. Every other time he appears in our windows, Jesus’ halo has a red cross in
it. This halo is Blue! Why is that? The red cross emphasizes Jesus’ humanity, his blood and his suffering; the blue
halo represents his divinity, his glory, his Godhood. Let’s read this story and | think you will see that a blue halo is
the right choice for this story. Read Matthew 17:1-8

Following Jesus must have been hard. It would also be amazing of course! | would give anything to
somehow travel back in time and spend just a day walking with Jesus and his disciples during his ministry in
Galilee — listening to him teach, watching him welcome people and listen to their stories, watching him lay his
hand on the wounded and the weary. Wouldn’t you just love to go back in time and walk with him one day? |
would. It would fill my heart.

Still, doing it every day, day after day after day, must have been really hard on his disciples. The constant
push of the crowds, people swarming and crying out and grabbing. So many broken people wanting time with
Jesus. The travel would have been exhausting — going all over the region day after day, never sure where you
were going to lay your head that night, walking miles down dusty roads. Then there was the conflict - everywhere
you went there were powerful people challenging your master, calling him out, telling you that you were a sinner
for following him. Mixed in with all of that would be the uncertainty. Where was all this going. At the beginning,
Jesus talked about a Kingdom and that sounded good. But now he’s started talking about suffering and dying,
he’s started to talk about sacrifice and that’s disconcerting. The crowds the conflict the confusion, the miles — it
must have been exhausting.

Our story appears in the midst of all that. Jesus never explains why he takes Peter, James and John up the
mountain. Jesus never explains why he exposes them to this mind-bending experience. But | think it was because
they were so tired and so confused. | think what he shows them on the mountain is aimed at their confusion and
their exhaustion. On the mountain of Transfiguration, Jesus takes his three tired disciples up the mountain and
shows them two things. Two things that will help them with their exhaustion and confusion. And | want us to see
those things today.

First and most obviously Jesus shows his divine glory. Jesus shows them that he isn’t just a Galilean
carpenter; he is the eternal Word made flesh. The way he does that is rich in Old Testament allusions. In this
passage, the majesty of the Old Testament’s prophesies and predictions are drawn together in one Holy Moment.
The transfiguration is like a magnifying glass. You know how a magnifying glass can take the rays of the sun and
focus them down into one intense dot of heat and light? Well on the mountain, the transfiguration takes the
hopes and promises of the Old Testament and focuses them down to one intense point and that point is Jesus.



For example, it’s clear that on this mountain Jesus is re-enacting the events of Mount Sinai. Mount Sinai is
the mountain Moses climbs to get the law. On the top of the mountain a cloud of glory descends on the
mountain, God gives the law to Moses, and when Moses came down from the mountain, do you remember what
happened to his face? It shone. It shone with the glory of God. Now Jesus goes up the mountain. And while he’s
up there a glory cloud, the same glory cloud that covered Mount Sinai, descends on him. On the mountain, Jesus’
face shines. And God just like on Mount Sinai, gives the law, not in tablets, but through a person, “This is my
beloved Son in whom | am well-pleased. Listen to him.” Listen to him. The word written on stone tablets has
become the Word made flesh.

Jesus is the fulfillment of the law. From now on, when we look at the Old Testament law, when we read
the 10 commandments, when we study the book of Leviticus, we do so in the light of Jesus. We do so through
Jesus. So, when Jesus declares that all foods are clean, as he does in Mark 7:19, Jesus’ word gives us the authority
to leave behind all the food rules of Leviticus. Jesus has authority over the law. But this story doesn’t just put
Jesus as the authority over the law; he is also the fulfillment of the words of the prophets. Way back in
Deuteronomy 18, God made a famous promise. He promised that someday he would send a prophet like Moses.
God says about this prophet: “He will tell them everything | command him. | myself will call to account anyone
who does not listen to my words that the prophet speaks in my name.” And then these words: “The Lord will
raise up a prophet like me from among you, you must listen to him.” Listen to him. When God says, this is my
beloved Son, listen to him, that instruction works on two levels. It’s a plain instruction to us about obeying Jesus.
But it’s also an announcement that Jesus is the long-promised prophet.

So all the glory of the law and the prophets, all the words of the law and the prophets, come together in the
person of Jesus.

In case you’re not convinced by what I've said so far, consider this: who appears with Jesus on the
mountain? Moses and Elijah. Why those two? Because Elijah is the great prophet, and Moses is the one who
received God’s law. Elijah represents the prophets. Moses represents the law. Now they both recognize their true
Lord: Jesus. The presence of Moses and Elijah on the Mountain is God’s way of announcing: Jesus is the
embodiment of the law; Jesus is the fulfillment of the prophets. “This is my beloved Son. He is the way the truth
and the life. He is before all things and in him all things hold together. Listen to him”

This vision is meant to help these tired men. God pulls back the curtain and shows them that their Rabbi,
Jesus, isn’t just a Galilean carpenter; he is the eternal Lord of heaven. And this helps them. It’s a gift for them. For
the rest of their life, when they are tired, when they are discouraged, when they are uncertain, they will
remember this vision, and it will give them strength.

And that’s not a guess on my part. Pay close attention to the rest of New Testament and you will see that
this experience changes them. Go look at 2 Peter 1:16-18 sometime. It’s 30 years later and Peter is now a leader
in the church. He’s facing opposition from people who are questioning his message, he writes the letter to tell the
people why he’s confident of his message, and he refers to the Transfiguration: “I’'m not making this stuff up!” he
says, “l was an eyewitness to Jesus’ majesty. | heard the voice from heaven say - This is my Son in whom | am well
pleased!” Years and years later, what he saw on the mountain gives Peter strength for his work.

And then there’s this. So the transfiguration is one of the few Jesus stories that appears in all three of the
synoptic gospels. It shows up in Matthew, Mark and Luke. The transfiguration doesn’t show up in the gospel of
John. Or does it? | was thinking about that this week and | wonder if John 1 isn’t John’s version of the
transfiguration. John 1 is the transfiguration story in a different form.

Most of you know John 1. It’s a passage that we read at Christmas time. “In the beginning was the Word
and the word was with God and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. All things were made
through him, and without him nothing was made that has been made. In him was life and that life was the light
of all people. The light shines in the darkness and the darkness has not overcome it.” It strikes me that the
transfiguration is John 1 in story form. The story of the transfiguration declares the glory of Jesus in the form of a
story. John does it through a poetic declaration. But they are saying the same thing.



That seems even more likely when you realize that John was there! John was on the mountain with Jesus.
So, as John was writing those opening words of his gospel, those magnificent words — the Light shines in the
darkness, and the darkness does not overcome it — don’t you think he was remembering his day on the mountain
with Jesus? Don’t you think he was thinking about that day on the mountain when the light shone out from Jesus
and in the middle of his uncertainty and, in the middle of his fear and in the middle of his exhaustion, he saw with
his own eyes that Jesus was the eternal word?

| said, at the beginning of this sermon, Jesus shows them two things on the mountain. So far, I’'ve only
talked about the glory. Jesus shows them the overwhelming weight of his glory so that, in the future, when his
disciples feel overwhelmed, they will remember his power and strength. But there is a second thing Jesus gives
them on the mountain. It’s something so small you might miss it. Jesus also gives them his hand on their
shoulder. They’re still face down on the ground and Jesus came over and touched them, he put a gentle hand on
their shoulder and says. “Get Up. Don’t be afraid.” The disciples look up and there’s Jesus. He’s not shining like
the sun anymore. He's just Jesus, their friend. He’s got his old robe on; he’s got sandals on his feet and a smile on
his face. And he walks with them down into the valley. He walks with them back down into the mess. He walks
with them back down into the pain, into the opposition, into the mess of their lives.

| don’t know which is more important to me. The vison of the Jesus shining with glory and power, or that
picture of the friend who puts a hand on your shoulder and walks with you down in the valley. | know | need both
of those things. If all | had was the picture of Jesus glorious and shining, | would be in awe and | would be in awe
of his power, but | wouldn’t know if that power noticed a little person like me. But when | see Jesus put his hand
on his friend’s shoulder, | know that God’s almighty power walks beside me in all my dusty valleys.

| said earlier, that when John wrote, “In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the
Word was God”, he was thinking of the dazzling vision of Jesus on the mountain. | wonder, a little later in that
passage when he wrote that the word became flesh and dwelt among us, | wonder if he was remembering that
hand on his shoulder and that voice saying, “Get up. Don’t be afraid.”

It strikes me that our worship services are meant to be a little bit like the transfiguration. We come to our
worship tired, and then Jesus takes us up on the mountain, shows us his glory, and sends us back down to do our
work.

Way back in the nineties | read an interview with Jonathan Kozol. Kozol spent years of his life working in
the Hell’s Kitchen section of New York City when it was one of the toughest neighborhoods in the country. It was
a neighborhood full of prostitutes and drug addicts, abandoned buildings and graffiti covered walls. How did
Kozol find the strength to keep working in that neighborhood? Despite the hardness of the place, Kozol found
that many of the residents managed to live there with resilience and grace and joy. ‘How did they do that,” he
wondered. He found the answer in the local church, and even though he hadn’t been a Jesus person in his life, he
started to find strength in the services there.

Here’s what he said: “l would go into that church for vespers every night | could because otherwise I'd cry
in the street and | didn’t want people to see me crying. Some people have said that the black inner-city church is
just an escape, that it’s really not helping those living there. But that’s baloney. It’s just not true. | grew up in a
generation who read Karl Marx. And Marx said that religion was the opiate of the people. But let me tell you, in
that community opium is the opiate of the people.” Every week these people came to church to center
themselves. They needed to root themselves in the glorious power of Jesus and in the personal love of Jesus.
They needed to climb up the mountain of transfiguration to see Jesus’ loving power so that they could go down
into the valley of graffiti and broken glass with hope and courage.

And you too, right? There might not be broken glass and graffiti in your valley, but there’s plenty of stuff.
So today on this mountain, | hope you can see that Jesus stands before you. His face is shining like the sun, his
clothes are radiant and the kingdom power and the glory is in his hands. No foe can stand against him. | hope you
can also feel his hand on your shoulder. It’s a strong gentle hand. It's a caring hand. I’'m pretty sure that hand
would take a nail for you. And | hope you can hear him say: “Get up. Don’t be afraid. Because it’s going to be OK.”
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