Matthew 17:1-9

17Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and his brother John and led them up a high mountain, by themselves. 2And he was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his clothes became dazzling white. 3Suddenly there appeared to them Moses and Elijah, talking with him. 4Then Peter said to Jesus, “Lord, it is good for us to be here; if you wish, I will make three dwellings here, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.” 5While he was still speaking, suddenly a bright cloud overshadowed them, and from the cloud a voice said, “This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him!” 6When the disciples heard this, they fell to the ground and were overcome by fear. 7But Jesus came and touched them, saying, “Get up and do not be afraid.” 8And when they looked up, they saw no one except Jesus himself alone. 9As they were coming down the mountain, Jesus ordered them, “Tell no one about the vision until after the Son of Man has been raised from the dead.”
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 **
Here is a story of one of those very rich and powerful men who found religion.
He was advised that the lifestyle he was living wasn't really conducive to religious maturity.  And what he needed to do was to adopt the style of the poor and to know something of their suffering.

So each morning he would rise, put on some beggar clothes, get a beggar's bowl, and leave his palace.  He would walk out over the Persian rugs to his Rolls-Royce,
get into the back of the car, and be chauffeured into the city.  The car would wend its way through the dirty, hot streets of the city until it reached the slums.  Then this man would get out and assume the stance of a beggar on the street.

At first glance we would say this is an analogy of what God did for us in Christ -
the rich king becoming a beggar for the sake of his subjects, a familiar image in Christian tradition and devotion.  But there is one hitch, one detail that makes this story different from the story of Jesus.

Every evening, just when it got dark, when it was no longer safe to be on the streets, that Rolls-Royce would wend its way back through the streets
and pick up this rich and powerful men pretending to be a begger and return him 
to the comfort and safety of the palace.

When Jesus came to earth to suffer and die, it wasn't just for a practice or pretention.  Jesus did suffer for real.  Born of a peasant woman, was a refuge in Egypt, raised in poverty, apprenticed to a trade of weary work, discouraged by failure, and saddened by disappointments.

He walked the road till his feet were tired, moved to tears filled with compassion for humanity, suffered pain from the choices he made for humanity, knew betrayal, bore wounds, felt abandoned, died a torturous and humiliating death -

Jesus knew it all, and to a degree larger than most of us, Jesus experienced it all.

**
Today's scripture, however, describes another side of Jesus.  Jesus took with him the three disciples, Peter, James, and John, and went up the mountain.  Before these three, Jesus changed his form.  He was transfigured.  His face shone like the sun, and his clothes became dazzling white.  Then appeared Moses and Elijah.

Then there was the presence of God in a bright cloud and a voice affirming, once again, as did in his baptism, the identity of Jesus.

"This is my Son, the beloved, with him I am well pleased; listen to him!"

Why the Three?

Moses, the representative of the Law, Elijah, the representative of the prophets, joined Jesus.  According to the Hebrew bible, which we call the O. T.  God first gave the law through Moses around the 13th century BCE, then Elijah was a prophet who lived four centuries later, during the 9th century BCE, and finally Jesus, the Messiah, came about 9 hundreds years after Elijah.

This scene, therefore, symbolically represents how God reached out to the humanity through about 1300 years:

And how Jesus, in this moment, showed the fulfillment of God's work for humanity.  

How do we make sense of all these unusual phenomena?  If we try to explain this in terms of historical accuracy or scientific probability, then we are loosing the focus.

I have no doubt, God, who made heaven and earth may as well be able to cause this metamorphosis happen.  But instead of trying on God's capability, we need to focus on the meaning of the whole event, and what Matthew was trying to convey to us by describing this event as he did.



**
Transfiguration is about wonder.  On that mountain, wonder invades our being.
We don't explain wonder.  I don't think we can preach it either.  Mostly we experience it, allow the shining moment to fill and filter through our life.

IT is a moment of recognition!  Who Jesus was and how you are related to him.
And this relationship is beyond the world we live in.  There is this sense of you have received the invitation to be a part of heaven.

There is a real hunger within human hearts to live on the mountain top.  Who can blame Simon Peter for suggesting that they build three booths, one for Jesus, one for Moses, and one for Elijah so they could stay there on the mountain forever?

Peter wanted to capture that magical moment of being closer to God than he had ever been before.  I would give everything to have such an encounter?  Wouldn’t you?

**
While back when I was young, there was Merv Griffin show.  He interviewed Charlton Heston.  You know the famous movie star, Charlton Heston who played the part of Moses in The Ten Commandments?  Griffin asked Charlton Heston 
if any of the characters he had portrayed in his religious movies had changed his spiritual outlook.

Heston didn't answer the question directly.  He thought a moment and then simply said, "Well, Merv, you can't walk barefoot down Mount Sinai and be the same person you were when you went up."

An authentic mountain top experience with Christ leaves us changed persons.
It is an experience that opens our eyes - that helps us see the world as God sees it
and what God sees in a world in need.  And that experience is etched on our heart, never being able to forget.

**
We didn't read chapter 16 this morning, but the transfiguration of Jesus is preceded by the first passion prediction.  In verse 21 of 16th chapter Matthew records, "Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and undergo great suffering at the hands of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised."

Matthew is reminding us 	by simply putting the reminder of how Jesus suffered and died right just before the scene of transfiguration that the crucified one, the one tortured and suffered, is one and the same with the divine glorious one, the one whose face shone like the sun.

Then Matthew also adds, at the end of our reading, on verse 9 of 17th chapter, how Jesus ordered the disciples, "Tell no one about the vision until after the Son of Man
has been raised from the dead."

The identity of Jesus is confirmed by the voice from heaven just like it happened in the baptism of Jesus, and God's glory, shekina, shown through him.

The glorious mountain top experience has its own purpose and its own time to reveal.

**
Jesus chose to suffer by taking the hard way, the narrow gate.

He didn't suffer because of bad luck.  He didn't suffer because of poor choices.
He didn't suffer because of wrong behavior.  He didn't suffer because of sickness, bodily affliction, or accident.  Jesus didn't suffer because of happenstance, like Job in the O. T.  Nor did he suffer because of a morbid enjoyment of it - Jesus was no masochist.

Jesus voluntarily chose to suffer.  He did it, as best be known, as a means of redemption for sufferers, identifying with human suffering as a means of eliminating or at least alleviating suffering.  

He could have escaped a great deal of suffering.  He needn't have gone to Jerusalem that last fateful week that began with palm Sunday.

He had alternatives.  He could have played it safe, as his disciples wished him to do, and avoided the whole sad week.  But his life and mission would have been a failure if he had.  A suffering world needed a suffering savior.  That's what took him to Jerusalem and to his death.

**
(Here is an important point of this sermon.)
It is not a coincidence that the three disciples, Peter, James, and John, who had witnessed the transfiguration, were the ones reappeared together with Jesus in Gethsemane, where Jesus wrestles with the inevitable suffering and eventual death.

Jesus, specifically invited these three to go with him as he agonized with his choice.  Those who witness heavenly glory of Jesus must also witness his earthly agony.

If the followers of Jesus wish to share his future glory, they must be prepared to participate in his suffering, too.  The upward invitation also includes the downward accompaniment.

We are also invited to join Jesus in his suffering.  Not for those wrong reasons I have mentioned earlier.  But as the means of redeeming the world and bringing sense to suffering.  

Believers, as did Peter, James, and John, are called into the fellowship of his suffering.  To truly know Christ is to bear his cross, drink his cup, suffer his agony,
and participate in his passion.

**

Jesus knew what the disciples would had to go through once he was taken to be crucified.  And he wanted to make sure the disciples had something strong to hold on to before they were thrown to be persecuted.

And the voice from heaven affirmed that whatever they would be going through
on behalf of Jesus, was worthwhile thing to do for he is the Son of God, the beloved and has special purpose in the world.

That's why, in the Christian calendar, the Transfiguration Sunday comes just before we start the Lenten season.  Jesus first equips us with wonderful assurance of mountain top experience.  Then he invites us to leave the mountain top and come to the valley where the real life waits us.

**

Dearly beloved, there is an invitation, an invitation to an upward mountain top experience.  You learned the story behind the hymn “In the Garden”  I specially want to call your attention to the third verse:  

	I’d stay in the garden with him
	Though the night around me is falling
But he bids me go; thru the voice of woe
His voice to me is calling…..

Enjoy the glory while you can.  Soak it all in you, the wonder of mysterious love.
For there is work to do in the world, for you and me.  There is suffering to share.
There is pain to alleviate.  Are we prepared?  Are we equipped for it?

The lesson of the Transfiguration is that Jesus, in all His glory, is with us always. His light shines into our darkness, and His words are our guide:

	He walks with me and talks with me
	And he tells me I am his own
	And the joy we share as we tarry there
	None other has ever known.



Amen.
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