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The “Departure” He Will “Accomplish”
Jesus climbed to the top of a mountain to pray and he took three disciples with him.  They saw what happened.  While he was praying, the appearance of his face changed and his clothes became dazzling white.  The Jesus they knew took on a look they had never seen before.  Even his clothes became luminous.
Then two men become visible beside Jesus and they turn out to be Moses and Elijah, two of the greatest heroes in Jewish history.  The three of them talk together and they emanate a radiance that sets them apart from the rest of humanity. Peter, John and James are witnessing a very high-level conversation.  Did it have anything to do with them, with the fate of the universe; with God’s plan for rescuing all of us from ourselves? 
Luke gives us a glimpse into their conversation.  The three of them are speaking about Jesus’ departure, which he was about to accomplish at Jerusalem.  What are they talking about? How do you “accomplish” a “departure”?  It must have been like one of those conversations we overheard as children when our parents spoke to each other in the next room and didn’t know we were listening; their words drifting toward us like distant muffled trumpet blasts.  As we listened certain words and phrases stuck out but we couldn’t quite catch the drift.  They seemed to be talking about things beyond our world yet we suspected we were involved.
“Now Peter and his companions were weighed down with sleep.”  What an odd combination.  Things of incredible importance are happening and they can barely keep their eyes open.  Why were they sleepy now? What is there about momentous events that cause our eyes to drupe?  It reminds me of listening to classical music on a lazy afternoon at the concert.  I know the piece is supposed to be one of the most beautiful pieces of music in the world and I am pinching my leg to keep myself upright in my seat.  Does the music contain so much beauty and truth I can’t handle it?
Maybe Peter and the two others also pinched themselves to stay awake.  The text says, “But since they had stayed awake, they saw his glory and the two men who stood with him.”  Apparently everything in them wants to go to sleep and miss the revelation but they don’t let it happen.  They force themselves to stay awake long enough to catch a glimpse of something beyond their comprehension.  If they had not chosen to stretch themselves they would have missed it.  Is there something universally true here?  Does spiritual alertness require discipline and intentionality?  
When I come close to a truth bigger than anything I have known I want to shut down.  Some deep place in me knows that if I continue forward I will be changed forever and so my first impulse is to go to sleep.  But I have learned to fight that.  Maybe spiritual disciplines entail taking charge and not giving in to the natural desire to close our eyes and drift into familiar oblivion.   
“Just as they were leaving him, Peter said to Jesus, ‘Master, it is good for us to be here; let us make three dwellings, one for you, one for Moses and one for Elijah.”  Moses and Elijah are in the act of leaving Jesus when Peter tries to stop everything and install each of them in their own chapel.  

Has all of this made Peter anxious and he wants to get it organized and into a familiar pattern to feel settled?  How much of religion is motivated by Peter’s impulse rather than the mysterious moving of the Spirit as God searches to make contact with us.  Maybe Peter wants the three great authorities in his life all tamed and in their container where they can be trusted.  The decision determining who is foremost can be avoided if they each have their own place.  Of course, if he had just stayed asleep in the first place he wouldn’t now be dealing with this outside-of-the-box experience.  That’s the down side to spiritual growth.  You find yourself going to places that are new and that you never thought you would see.
Luke wrote his text to show us we know something Peter doesn’t know.  We know what the three are talking about.  They are discussing “how” Jesus completes Moses and Elijah; the law and the prophets.  Looking from this side of the crucifixion/resurrection, we know there is a dynamic here that Peter cannot yet know, a linear dimension beyond his capacity to see.   It is this linear dimension in history that soon culminates with Jesus in Jerusalem where he “accomplishes his departure.”
While Peter is babbling on a cloud threatens to overshadow them.   It was a cloud that overshadowed Moses on the mountain and produced the Ten Commandments, the defining document of the Jewish community.  Now a cloud is threatening to overshadow them!  When Moses came down the mountain after his encounter with God in a cloud his face was so bright people couldn’t to look at it.  Now this same cloud was enveloping them.

“They were terrified as they entered the cloud.”  In your imagination duck and flinch with them as the cloud rolling in descends.  Would they survive this experience?  They aren’t holy like Moses.  Was the cloud a lethal gas?  Was God’s ominous and ambivalent presence about to consume them?  The cloud settles in around them.  They are inescapably in its fog.
Then from the cloud comes a voice that says, “This is my Son, my Chosen; listen to him!”  The words “Son” and “Chosen” are capitalized and the sentence ends with an exclamation point.  
The gentle words contain no condemnation.  The cloud and whomever it hides has no hostility toward them.  The voice has one simple message.  Jesus is God’s Son, God’s Chosen; the one to listen to.  He completes and takes precedence over Moses and Elijah.   Instead of Moses’ Ten Commandments, there is but one.  “Listen to Jesus!”  
Jesus is the fulfillment of the law and the prophets.  The law tries to change our rivalrous behavior from the outside but cannot change our hearts.  The prophets warn us away from the ways we co-opt the law and sacrifice the weak to benefit the strong.  But Jesus goes beyond both by showing us a way to change our hearts and refrain from sacrificing any at all.  This is what Moses, Elijah and Jesus had been discussing before the cloud arrived.  The “how” of this is the part Peter missed. 
On this Transfiguration Sunday, the Sunday before beginning Lent, we flash forward to Lent’s culmination in Holy Week and Easter.  It is through rejection and crucifixion followed by God’s vindicating resurrection that Jesus “accomplishes” his “departure”.  In the season of Lent we discover why the cross is necessary and how the mechanics of it work.  We discover an anthropology, an understanding of human functioning, that has been hidden from the beginning of the world but has now been exposed in what happened to Jesus.  
We will want to resist seeing what the Cross reveals about us humans but if we force our eyes to remain open, refusing to let our habitual glaze dull our vision, Lent will become a season of profound revelation and self-discovery.  We may even see things that make sense of our crazy world.  This sense will reverberate with truth and contain nothing of “Pollyanna.”  
“When the voice had spoken, Jesus was found alone.”  The three disciples had heard all they needed.  The revelation was complete.  Instead of wrath to brace against, they discover nothing but benevolence and the instruction to “Listen to Jesus.”  Listen to Jesus as he teaches non-retaliation and then enacts the suffering it entails.  Listen to Jesus as he talks to those who no one will talk to.  Listen to Jesus as he tells us to love our enemies.  If we listen long enough we will discover we are the enemy he loves.
 “And they kept silent and in those days told no one any of the things they had seen.”  Did they need their own Lent to process what they had experienced?  Did their silence cover something huge, something profound, life-changing and beyond words that had begun impacting the depth of their souls?  Were Jesus’ words rearranging the patterns of their life and the desires driving them? 
It could be, for they had been listening to Jesus and his Word was doing its invisible work.   Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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