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Gospel Lesson
Matthew 17:1-9

 1After six days Jesus took with him Peter, James and John the brother of James, and led them up a high mountain by themselves. 2There he was transfigured before them. His face shone like the sun, and his clothes became as white as the light. 3Just then there appeared before them Moses and Elijah, talking with Jesus. 

 4Peter said to Jesus, "Lord, it is good for us to be here. If you wish, I will put up three shelters—one for you, one for Moses and one for Elijah." 

 5While he was still speaking, a bright cloud enveloped them, and a voice from the cloud said, "This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased. Listen to him!" 

 6When the disciples heard this, they fell facedown to the ground, terrified. 7But Jesus came and touched them. "Get up," he said. "Don't be afraid." 8When they looked up, they saw no one except Jesus. 

 9As they were coming down the mountain, Jesus instructed them, "Don't tell anyone what you have seen, until the Son of Man has been raised from the dead." 

Sermon
A Light Shining
Rev. Joel L. Tolbert

The nation of Israel, the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph had already been through so much together.  By the time we get to the mountain in this morning’s Exodus reading, the people had grown from one old couple, Abraham and Sarah, supposedly unable to bring any children into this world, to a huge family, very successful in the land, with more flocks and resources, and more children and people in their community then the stars in the sky.  That family did hit some hard days, like a famine that pushes them toward Egypt, where Joseph, one of their own, convinces Pharaoh to let his family, the whole nation of Israel, come and eat, survive, off of Egypt’s stores.  But, one day, a Pharaoh comes who did not know Joseph, and the people of Israel become slaves to Egypt, building the cities and structures of Egypt under slave conditions for mere basics, food and housing.  They escape Pharaoh, barely, by the influence of God, and by the leadership of some, like Moses.  The escape isn’t easy.  They have to run from chariots, dash through a split sea, and survive off of dew and crumbs for a whole generation in the deserted wilderness.

And then they find themselves at a mountain.  After all of that… after all they have survived together… after all they have been through together… they find themselves at  a mountain, the glory of the Lord shining brightly from that mountain, the Word of God coming down to them from that mountain, and they are afraid.

Afraid of the same Lord who brought them all this way

Afraid of the same Lord who promised them descendants more numerous than the stars and fulfilled that promise

Afraid of the same Lord who saved them when it seemed all was lost to famine, slavery, at the water’s edge, or in the desert.

They were afraid of the light, shining from that mountain, afraid of the glory of the Lord.

Then, these disciples… They too had been through so much together.  Some were there when John baptized Jesus, and when words were spoken of Jesus as the Son of God, loved by God, sent by God to continue fulfilling God’s promises.  The disciples had been together when Jesus challenged their assumptions, and preached from the Law of Moses in new ways, “You have heard it said… but I say to you.”  They had been together with Jesus when he turned to those who twisted religion for their own power and privilege and called them hypocrites, and when he instructed them to do the same.  They had been together with him when Jesus turned to those their religion considered outcasts, unclean, and he sat with them, touched them, ate with them, and when he instructed them to do the same.  They had been together with him when Jesus healed people who could not function, when he saved those who were supposedly beyond saving, when he calmed the stormy seas themselves.  They had been there together, with him, when thousands were fed, when forgiveness was pronounced, and when the Kingdom of heaven was explained in such a clear way they could almost sense it, even now, all around them.

And then, they find themselves at a mountain.  After all of that… after all they have survived together… after all they have been through together… they find themselves at a mountain, the glory of the Lord shining brightly from that mountain, the Word of God coming down to them from that mountain, and they are afraid.

Afraid of the same Lord who called them from their nets and tax tables, and taught them to pray

Afraid of the same Lord that loved the unlovable, cured the uncurable, and forgave the unforgivable

Afraid of the same Lord that not only knew the law better than any big steeple Pharisee or TV scribe, but lived it, and encouraged them to live it as well, no matter what the others do or say

Afraid of the one who had said to them time and time again, “Do not be afraid.”  

They were afraid of the light, shining from that mountain, afraid of the glory of the Lord.

What are our mountains?  Where do we find ourselves afraid?

Relationships arrive at that mountain sometimes.  People that have been bound tightly to each other get stretched in the wildernesses and deserts of life.  Those wildernesses change us, harden us to think we should focus more on ourselves, protect ourselves, defend ourselves, ensure our own survival and independence.  We act with less regard or compassion for each other.  In order to preserve the individual, we bend less, share less, give less into the relationships.  We find ourselves walking lonely, parallel but distant paths, and end up barely able to remember the better days when we walked much closer together, even hand in hand, and were much happier.  One day, the walking through that wilderness leads us to the base of a mountain, where the glory of the Lord shines down on the relationships, exposing all that could be, the love, compassion, caring, laughing, sharing… and all that shouldn’t be, bad habits, selfishness, defensiveness, deceitful ways.  When the glory of the Lord does that, we will feel exposed, and most likely, afraid.

The sicknesses and diseases of this world walk us toward a mountain.  If we have to walk ourselves, or with a loved one, through the deserted wildernesses of depression, AIDS, cancer, Alzheimer’s, we might find ourselves barely able to lift our feet through those sands of doctors and treatments and diagnoses.  Sometimes, there is path out of those places, a path of healing.  But other times, the only path out of those wildernesses leads us up to the base of the mountain we know as death.  And there, at the base of that great mountain, we ache for the loved one who faces death’s journey.  We beg for more time with them, for them not to have to go.  And we fear, we are afraid of the day when we will walk up to that mountain ourselves, and face the glory of the Lord shining for us.

Brothers and sisters, when you are exhausted from walking in that desert, and find yourself at the base of the mountain, know, believe, it is the glory of the Lord that is shining, and do not be afraid.  That light, shining from God, on that relationship, is one of healing and hope, of reconciliation and renewal.  That light, shining from God on that relationship, will illumine a new path away from the wilderness and toward the promised land.  There may be some new rules for how to be with one another, some old habits to break, and some new ones to form, but it is God’s light shining on you and the others you love, and you can trust it with your very lives.

And, brothers and sisters, when you find yourself at the base of the mountain we know as death, either for one you love, or even for yourself, know, believe, it is the glory of the Lord that is shining, and do not be afraid.  That light, shining from God, is one of promise and hope, of resurrection and renewal.  That light, shining from God on that life will illumine a new path away from the wildernesses of this world and toward the promised land of God’s heavenly kingdom.  There will be some pain and some grief for those wait, but it is God’s light shining on you and all the others you love, and we can trust it with our very lives.

May the one who was tempted on the mountain, preached from the mountain, prayed on the mountain, died on the mountain, and rose again high above the mountains, be your shining light, now, and always.  Amen.
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