Year A, Transfiguration Sunday
March 2nd, 2014
Dr. Thomas and Rev. Laura Truby
Matthew 17:1-9

“Get Up and Do Not Be Afraid”
Six days after Jesus told his disciples where he was headed, and at the threshold of Lent we know where that is, Jesus chooses three disciples to go with him somewhere.  They don’t know it is to the top of a mountain.  Put yourself into the place of one of the three.  If you are one of the chosen do you feel honored, afraid or just curious about what Jesus is up to?
He wants to go somewhere and he has asked you to come along and there are only the three of you and Himself.  What’s Jesus up to?  Where is he taking you?  You notice you are climbing up the side of a mountain.  You’re thinking, Moses went to the top of the mountain and got the rules about how to live as God’s people.  But he went by himself.  
When the small party gets to the top Jesus is transfigured before you, his face shines like the sun, and his clothes become dazzling white.  With growing apprehension you wonder what’s going on here. 
Suddenly you see your mysterious friend and leader Jesus talking to Moses, the big guy, the one who lead your people out of bondage, gave you the law and founded your country.  And then Elijah, the greatest of the prophets, is talking to him too and you’re seeing it.  Somehow, in a visual way, everything falls into place and makes sense.  Aha, an Epiphany! The law, the prophets and Jesus are connected and in conversation.  What are they talking about?
Peter senses an underlying unity, wholeness and cohesion that we humans have always longed for and he wants to enshrine it and never let it go.  Impulsively he breaks into the scene by exclaiming, “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.”
“While he is still speaking, suddenly a bright cloud overshadows them, and from the cloud a voice said, “This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him!”  Peter hasn’t even finished his sentence when a bright cloud, not a dark one, engulfs everyone and a disembodied voice speaks.  The voice says listen to Jesus.  Not to Moses, not to Elijah but to Jesus.  Put Jesus first.
Let’s step out of the scene and notice that something has happened to Peter, James, and John.  All three of them are on the ground overcome by fear.  They have switched from cozy calmness where all is right with the world to heart-thumping terror, all precipitated by a bright cloud and a disembodied voice!  What is it about God speaking that makes them so afraid?  The disciples exhibit a raw and gut-level fear when they experience themselves in the presence of God.  
Haven’t we all felt that fear?  Isn’t that why our ancestors sacrificed their children or someone vulnerable in the first place?  They wanted to appease this god that lingered in their heads and threatened their whole world.  Sacrificing the vulnerable was what everybody did in ancient times, and if you didn’t you could be accused by your neighbor or priest of stimulating god’s jealous wrath against you and your people.  The wrath was thought to be expressed in some plague, an invasion by your enemy or some curse come in the form of an earthquake.  
It was always a projection of their own rivalry and violence onto God but they hadn’t figured that out yet.  They thought God was like them, full of envy and wrath, and so they wrote that into their early religious texts.  But all along God was trying to speak another word.  When Abraham thought he had to sacrifice his son, it was the fearful voice of his culture that he mistook for God’s command.  God has always been gentle and forgiving.  That’s the point of God providing a ram instead of Isaac.  It’s not that God needed blood and was willing to negotiate on its source.  God never did need blood but humans weren’t ready to believe that and give it up and so the weaning happened by stages.  
The next stage featured the prophets and this is the importance of the presence of Elijah on the day of Transfiguration.  The prophets said God didn’t want sacrifice at all.  God wanted justice and mercy and this for all people.  He particularly didn’t want the vulnerable, the poor and the stranger sacrificed in systems designed to placate internal dissension and fear.  
Maybe this is what Moses, Elijah and Jesus were all talking about in their conversation.  Maybe Jesus was explaining to them how his journey to the cross was necessary to complete both the law and the prophets.  Maybe God’s affirmation of Jesus as his Son was for Moses and Elijah’s ears as well as their own.  
It was primal fear that dropped the disciples to the ground when the disembodied voice spoke from the too-bright cloud.  I know that fear.  Sometimes, when I awake in the morning and before my mind and theology have kicked into gear, a wave of panic sweeps through my body.  Dread engulfs me and I am tempted to return to the bliss of sleep.  But I have learned in more recent years to tell myself “don’t be afraid.  God is not like that.  God is like Jesus and therefore gentle.  I can get up and get into the day and soon I will be feeling joyful again.”  And so it happens though not always.  
But if I didn’t know that God is like Jesus, how would I deal with my primal fears?  The pagan’s dealt with their primal fear by infusing everything with a dark power that could be menacing or benevolent depending on whether or not they were religious in the right way. And being religious in the right way meant sacrificing someone or something so that the gods wouldn’t get upset.  And it wasn’t self-sacrifice that they are talking about.  It was literally sacrificing somebody else who was weak and vulnerable, like maybe a child or a stranger.  And it was very easy to get it wrong—and a drought or defeat in war evidenced that someone had.  Someone was to blame!  Their belief system made them very rigid and resistant to change for they were fearful people.  These were not happy pagans with happy but innocent superstitions.  They were a people terrified of almost everything and often full of violence.  You know this is true, read history!
A disembodied voice and an engulfing cloud stripped the disciples of all pretext at being God’s chosen, ripped it away, and they lay quivering in their primal fear.  “But Jesus came and touched them.” He touched them and it was a gentle touch.  The axe they expected did not descend on their exposed necks.  The words that accompanied his touch were these, “get up and do not be afraid.”  Is it true that there is no reason to be afraid?  Is that true?
When they looked up it was just Jesus.  That entire tangle over blood and sacrifice and God’s commands, represented by Moses and Elijah, was gone.  Gone! It was just “Jesus, himself alone.”  And this voice they found so terrifying had told them to listen to him, to Jesus and just Jesus.  The whole confused and confusing mess had been clarified.  They had been told who to trust.
“As 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.”  
We live in the time after the resurrection and so we can tell our friends, family, neighbors and enemies about the Son of Man, the new humanity Jesus offers, a new way of living wherein we find ourselves slowly being transfigured by Love.  And so I pronounce Jesus’ word to us all, “Get up and do not be afraid.”  Amen.
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