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The Transfiguration of Our Lord ~ Series B ~ February 22, 2009

In His Glory


The text for today is our Gospel lesson, Mark 9:2-9, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

The word “epiphany” means a showing, a manifestation, an appearance.  Frequently the word represented the official visit of a prince or emperor.  The root meaning came from “sunrise,” or “dawn,” and became associated with light.  Consequently, the season of Epiphany is the time of the church year in which our readings, particularly the Gospel, focus on the revelation of Christ as true God.  In each we get a small glimpse of the light of Christ’s glory.


This is especially true this week with the Transfiguration of Our Lord.  Fittingly, this last Sunday of Epiphany gives us the greatest epiphany of the Epiphany season.  Soon we will begin a 40-day Lenten journey and then come to the reality of that dark Good Friday.  On Wednesday, ashes will remind us of our own mortality.  But today, we see Christ, at least for a short time, in His glory.


Jesus took with Him Peter and James and John, and led them up a high mountain by themselves.  And He was transfigured before them.  His form changed, a metamorphosis took place.  His face shone like the sun.  His clothes became radiant, intensely white, as no one on earth could bleach them.


His glory.  He showed them His glory.  He is God with us.  The Lord of Glory.  God Himself is one of us.  God so close that you can touch Him.  God just the way we want Him.  Powerful.  Mighty.  Everlasting.  Shining with all the radiance of heaven!


Then, as if it couldn’t get any better—Moses and Elijah show up.  Heroes of the Old Testament and Sunday School.  But more than that… 

When you’ve got Moses, you have the Law and the Ten Commandments.  When you’ve got Elijah, you’ve got the prophets.  When you have both, you have the Law and the Prophets, and that’s the Old Testament—the entire Old Testament!  Can you get any more wonderful than that?  I mean really, God’s Son and the Old Testament having a conversation about saving you.  And you are there.  You are there with them.


St. Peter pipes up with your thoughts: “Rabbi, it is good that we are here.”  Let’s set up some tents, tabernacles, altars, so that this sort of worship will never end.  Let’s not come down from this mountain.  This is religion!  Power.  Glory.  Honor.  God shining and us being there.  A retreat that won’t end with God’s Son.  Now that’s an Epiphany!


No more broken hearts.  No pain and abuse.  No sufferings.  No more not being appreciated.  No more being despised.  No more being poor.  No more hoping things will look better tomorrow, then tomorrow comes and they are still the same.  No more happily going about your life when suddenly something comes and changes your life for the worst.  No more cancer.  No more death.  Just me with Jesus up there shining on the mountain.  Now, that’s a religion I can glory in!


But such religion doesn’t take into account one thing: my sins.  My sins are the problem.  My sins are what separate me from God.  They are the reason for suffering and death in this world.  Adam’s sin, then my sins.  My sins are what separate me from heaven and bright radiant Jesus.  


Yours too.  You have all the time in the world for everything, but the Lord’s words.  They come after everything that you think is important.  


What’s most important?  You.  You.  You.  What you think is important.  What you think about God.  What you want—even at the expense of others.  Don’t deny it.  I know, because I’m the same way.  I’m the center of my own universe.  If you are honest with yourself, you will confess that you are too.


Then, as St. Peter is still babbling, as he’s going about our self-centered religion, comes the cloud to save us.  God the Father makes another Epiphany appearance.  In the clouds of heaven comes the majesty of Almighty God!


Then He speaks.  The same words that He spoke at the baptism of His Son, “This is My beloved Son.”  Then the Word that saves us: “Listen to Him.”  Ears off you.  No more focusing on you, Peter.  No more being your own center of the universe around you.  No more you first.  Instead listen to Him!


But the voice and the glory and God on the mountain was just too much.  The gift became Law because of their sin.  So, they did what we sinners do (or at least what we ought to do), they fell on their faces terrified.  They hid!


Like Father Adam and Mother Eve hid.  Like the children of Israel begged Moses go up on the mountain to listen to God’s words and bring back a report because they couldn’t stand in be in God’s glorious presence themselves.  Like those same Israelites told Moses to cover his face after it was glowing with the glory of God.  Sinners and the glory of God don’t go well together.


Why?  Well, you want know something more scary than hell?  Standing before God with your sins!  You know you’ve done wrong.  You know what God is going to do.  You know what He does to sinners!


And the fear… the terror… takes over.  For where can you hide from Almighty God?


It’s like when one of my children was much younger.  I called him to come into my room to discuss something he had done.  As soon as he arrived, he started crying uncontrollably.  

“Why are you crying?”  I asked.


“I’m going to get spanked.”  (Yes, I spanked my children a couple of times.)


“What makes you think that?” I asked.


“Because I’m in this room… with you.”


He knew he had done wrong.  He knew I was going to call him on it.  Before the punishment even began, before the discussion, before I had even addressed the issue at hand, the tears came.


And there the three disciples were, where you and I are, amidst the glory and majesty of God.  Sins exposed.  Punishment coming.  We are done in.  God is going to get us and there is no shelter.  No place to hide.  Not one of us would dare to stand in the glorious presence of God with our sins intact.


And suddenly, looking around, they no longer saw anyone with them but Jesus only.  Jesus.  He’s still there.  Amidst the glory and majesty of God.  Amidst the personal hells that we have landed ourselves in because of what we’ve done.  Amidst all the suffering and death that we try to escape from, He is right there.  He came and touched them.  He came to stand with them.  He wasn’t standing with the glory and majesty of God against them.  And He’s not against you, either.


For here is the greatest Epiphany of today: They looked up and there was only Jesus there.  Only Jesus.  Only Jesus.  He is the Son of the living God.  He shines with the glory and majesty of God against them.  He is God and Man.  

And in a moment like this, Jesus doesn’t judge.  He doesn’t condemn.  He doesn’t discard us.  No, at the moment in the Gospels when He is the most God, as He stands in all His glory, He is in solidarity with us sinners and on our side.  What I mean is, Jesus, God incarnate, is one of us.  And if God is for us, who can be against us?  Heaven is yours because of Him.


They looked up and there was no cloud, no majesty, no glory, there was “only Jesus.”  Sola Christus.  Only Christ.  For “only” or “just” Christ saves.  Jesus who is headed for Jerusalem, headed to be handed over for us all into the hands of sinful men, to be betrayed, flogged, mocked, scorned, rejected, and lifted above the earth to be displayed for all the world to see.  To Good Friday, He goes.  To death itself, He marches.  For that is when He demonstrates the fullness of His glory.


Someone is said to be “in his glory” when he’s at his best: when He most clearly shows who he is.  When do you think your mother is most in her glory?  Let me give you two choices.  Is Mom most in her glory when she’s all pretty—ready to go out to a nice dinner?  Or is it when it’s the middle of the night and her hair is all messed up, but she’s taking care of you because you’re sick.


It’s nice that my mother is pretty, but I’ll never forget how she took care of me when I was sick.  That’s when she showed how much she loves me.  That’s when she was in her glory.


Jesus says right after Judas leaves to betray Him, “Now is the Son of Man glorified” (John 13:31).  Jesus, the Son of Man, is glorified, because He going to be arrested, suffer, die, and rise for you and me and all the people.  Jesus’ glory is the cross—where He hangs all alone naked, cursed, mocked, beaten, and bloody. 


More so even than in the radiant light of the Mount of Transfiguration, Mount Calvary and the cross is where Jesus is at His best—where He most clearly shows you that He love you and bears the punishment we deserve in order to save us.  Jesus died on the cross to forgive you and save you.  Jesus died on the cross because He loves you.


And the Mountain Retreat with Jesus?  It ended for Peter and James and John almost as soon as it began.  But the you and Jesus time never ends.  Oh, it doesn’t happen on the mountain.  Mountaintop experiences are only temporary.  The excitement dies down and everyone has to go back to his everyday work-a-day world.  But Jesus is with you always to the very end of the age.  

No, it doesn’t happen on the mountain.  No, it doesn’t appear so glorious to the world.  But it couldn’t be more glorious.  For here at His Supper the same Jesus gives to you His Body and Blood to eat and drink for the remission of all your sins.  Forgiveness achieved for you when the One who was transfigured set His face to the cross and death is delivered to you in the bread and wine.  

The bread and wine is the Body and Blood of the Transfigured, Crucified, and now Risen Lord.  And all your pain, all your suffering, all the abuse, the despising, the rejection, the abandonment, the sadness, the failures, the guilt, the sickness, the cancer, the blindsided suffering, and death itself is taken away.


Not by you being with Jesus, but with Jesus being with you, being for you—so for you, so one of you, that He would set aside the glory of the mountain of the Transfiguration to save you.  Now, risen from the dead, He has that glory and then some.  All the glory and majesty is in the man Jesus at the right hand of God.  And there is an Epiphany that is so glorious that it will never end.  Not now, not ever.


So, watch the bright shining glory today, dear friends in Christ.  Sing your Alleluias!  Sing them loud and strong.  Then, give them up for just a bit, during the next seven weeks of Lent.  For the same Lord that shines like the sun today for you hangs dead on the cross on Good Friday.  In solidarity with you and in your place.


And the same Jesus who shines so bright today, will shine for you risen from the dead on the Last Day.  Not against you, but on your side, for you.  

Week after week, our Lord shares the same glory with you here: sights and sounds of His sacrifice.  We come here sometimes confused and afraid after a tough week.  We’ve been shocked by terrible news.  We’ve surprised ourselves with our sins and the good we’ve left undone.  We come here fully aware that we do not deserve to be in His presence.

Here the Lord gives us a sight of His glory, a glimpse of His sacrifice.  He shows Himself, although hidden, in His Body and Blood—the Body and Blood sacrificed for us on the cross—in the blessed Sacrament of the Altar to forgive and strengthen us.

He shows Himself, although hidden, in the water of Holy Baptism, which flowed from His pierced side when He sacrificed Himself on the cross to cover our sins and give us new life.

By showing us Moses and Elijah with Jesus, He gives us a glimpse of the heavenly glory His sacrifice has already given those who have gone before in faith, giving us also hope and encouragement.  He brings us into their presence, for they are with Him (Hebrews 12:22-24).

Here the Lord gives us words of His glory for us to hear: words of His sacrifice.  He teaches us His divine plan to rescue us through Jesus’ cross and resurrection.  As Moses and Elijah and all the Old Testament pointed to Christ, so every reading, hymn, and word of the service points up to Jesus Christ and Him crucified.  

This is the beloved Son of God.  Listen to Him.  Listen to Jesus, who left behind the glory He deserved for the greater glory of delivering us from the eternal death we deserved.  

Jesus came down from radiant life of the mount of transfiguration to go to Mount Calvary to die in darkness.  He left the joyful company of Moses and Elijah to be abandoned by all—even His closest followers—in our place.  He suffered all our darkness to bring us through His resurrection to light forever.  See “the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Corinthians 4:6).  Transfigured, crucified, and risen for you and for all.  There is no greater glory!

This is the beloved Son of God.  Listen to Him.  For here is your salvation.  Here, in His Word and Sacraments, Jesus brings you the light of salvation.  Here, in this place, week after week, He brings you this glorious Good News: “You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.  
