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Exodus 34:29-35, Psalm 99, 2 Corinthians 3:12-4:2, Luke 9:28-36

Today is the last Sunday after the Epiphany.  Throughout Epiphany our gospel readings have revealed the Christ to us in numerous ways and places:  From John the Baptist’s proclamation of Jesus’ coming, to the Sages from the East recognizing the baby as the one for whom they have waited.  Jesus has been presented in the temple by his parents for dedication, and is recognized by Simeon and Anna as the anointed one from God for whom Israel has been waiting.  

And now today Jesus is gloriously transfigured, accompanied by visions of Moses, Israel’s great Law giver, and Elijah, Israel’s greatest prophet, before Peter, John, and James, as we see so dramatically in the iconic triptych of the Transfiguration behind the altar.
At Jesus’ baptism, before he began his earthly ministry, we heard God’s words, “This is my beloved in whom I am well pleased.”  And now at Jesus’ transfiguration, near the end of his earthly ministry, we again hear God’s voice, “This is my Son, my Chosen; listen to him!”

In the gospels preceding this Sunday, we have heard the witnesses of those to whom the Christ was revealed without miraculous announcement, but most definitely with, miraculous recognition on their part.  At Jesus’ baptism and at his transfiguration, we hear the testimony of those to whom Jesus is gloriously revealed as God’s anointed, as God’s most ardent revelation of divine love.  At his transfiguration with Moses and Elijah, the disciples recognize Jesus as the one who has received all power and authority.  He is the ultimate culmination of both the Law and the Prophets.

Revelation and recognition:  two vital aspects of Epiphany.  God reveals.  God’s people recognize.   Revelation may come through an appearance of an angel, or a glorious vision of Jesus, or in the words of a hymn or sermon or scripture, or the love shown by a friend, or maybe even by an act of kindness from a stranger.  

We can be sure that God will continue to reveal God’s self, his purpose, plan of redemption for humanity, and his great love.  What we are not often sure about is our recognition of God’s revelation.  And when we repeatedly fail to recognize and receive the Epiphanies God sends our way, we can lose sight of our mission and call, and our love for and commitment to God can grow faint.

When Jesus’ visage is made glorious before the eyes of the disciples, Peter’s inclination is to want to preserve the moment by building dwellings, to stay for a while, to bask in the mystical beauty of this holy occasion.  Somehow I understand Peter’s intention.  I would want to do the same thing.  

I think all of us revel in those special moments when God’s presence is palpable, when our hearts are full and we’re moved to tears.  Maybe it happens during the communion, or in a special prayer time, or when we are filled to overflowing with joy because God has answered what seems like an impossible prayer.
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It’s natural to want to stay in that special place with God.  During these encounters with the divine we are nourished, uplifted, and our faith is reinforced.  But, I want to suggest to you that as beautiful as these moments are, their purpose goes beyond enjoying mystical fellowship with God, important as this fellowship is.  These mountaintop moments are meant to prepare and fortify us for what lies ahead—for ministry and mission, most often in the valleys.  After Jesus’ transfiguration, he began the journey to Jerusalem, where he would encounter his deepest valley, his greatest challenge in mission—the Cross and crucifixion.

Epiphanies, or supernatural visions or revelations are sent to get our attention and turn our focus and intention toward God and God’s purpose.  Epiphanies delight our spiritual senses and buoy up our faith.  They are mountaintop experiences, as surely as Jesus’ transfiguration on the mountaintop was for Peter, John, and James.  But Epiphanies are also meant to teach us some profound truth.
Jesus’ appearance with Moses the great lawgiver and Elijah the great prophet presents him as the culmination, the fulfillment of God’s laws and prophecies.  Our reading from Exodus today underscores this connection.  The great mission of the Trinitarian God, overflowing the inner Trinitarian life into both creation and God’s covenant, finds its climax in Jesus.  

When God declares in Jesus, “This is my Son, my Chosen; listen to him,” God is calling us to mission, to carry out God’s purposes in history, just as assuredly as the mission of Christ is to be the chosen mediator of the new Covenant, for all people.  We are being called to carry on Jesus’ mission to take God’s covenant of never failing, unending love to all people, and we do it in the power of the Holy Spirit.

Moses and Elijah carried God’s message to the Jews.  Jesus takes that message to all people.  Peter, John, and James, and you and I are called to continue Jesus’ mission.  We become part of the dynamic plan of God to bring to all people Jesus the Christ, the holy one of God who brings together and sums up the Law and the Prophets in self-giving, self-sacrificing Love.

And we are called to work out the summary of the Law and the Prophets summed up in Love in the valleys of life.  In the valley there is always someone who is hungry, or needing clothing, or needing to see the light of Jesus revealed, and to see the love of God in his or her life.  

If we encounter God in our worship, in the prayers and hymns and sermon and Eucharist, or in those quiet moments of prayer as we drive our car, and we go our way, never giving a thought to what these Epiphanies mean to our lives, our recognition of Christ in our midst can be lost.  

God reveals, and hopefully we recognize.  However, recognition requires an action, a motivation, an intention, a personal representation of the God encounter to others.  But don’t be naïve.  Following Jesus means following him all the way to Jerusalem and to the Cross.  Following Jesus means that we die to self, the old way of doing things, of treating others, even of how we view and conduct our life’s work. 
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You see, when we let our Epiphanies inform our mission and work, we view everything we do and everyone with whom we come into contact with a transformed heart and mind, operating in the gifts of the spirit that we read about two weeks ago in 1 Corinthians, the greatest gift being love.  It becomes circular.  We need Love to more fully see Christ’s Light, and when Christ’s Light shines into our being, we have more Love.
John O’Donohue in Anam Cara says, “Love is the light in which we see light.  Love is the light in which we see each thing in its true origin, nature and destiny.  If we could look at the world in a loving way, then the world would rise up before us full of invitation, possibility, and depth.”

While we only need to come to faith and salvation in Christ and be baptized one time, our human nature tugs at us, and if we are not available for God to reveal God’s self to us on an ongoing basis, we become spiritually lazy and complacent.  We may even complain that our faith is small and we don’t feel the connection to God any more.  

I think we forget that our relationship with God requires care and feeding.  If we don’t spend time in regular daily prayer and reading God’s word, and if we don’t make a commitment to worship and study and pray within the community of faith, our hearts grow cold and our faith becomes shallow.  And we don’t see much of God any more.  Epiphany?  What Epiphany?

God knows this.  God knows our human nature and its proclivity to wander.  The Old Testament is a remarkable history of humanity’s wandering away from God.  But it’s also the remarkable history of a God who never gives up on us, a God who continues to reveal God’s self to us, a God who in self-emptying, self-giving, self-revealing love shines his light on each and every one of us, whether we see that light or not.  
In the New Testament, we see God’s fullest revelation of his light and love in Jesus Christ, who came that ALL people might be drawn back into fellowship with God and a full, joyful, and abundant life.  

We carry within ourselves the power of Jesus to overcome the world’s forces and darkness, to shine his light into the darkest crevices of human habitation.  Mother Teresa of Calcutta one said, “When I was crossing into Gaza, I was asked at the check post whether I was carrying any weapons.  I replied, ‘Oh yes, my prayer books.’”  Prayer is a mighty force.
Lent is about to begin on Wednesday, and we will close our magnificent triptych.   Today Jesus stands before us, in his Word, in the words of our hymns, and in magnificent artistic rendering.   May we recognize him as God’s ultimate revelation of Love, take up his Cross and follow him into Jerusalem and into the valleys.  Our journey is about to begin...
