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God out of the Box

Matthew 17:1-9
Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and his brother John and led them up a high mountain, by themselves. And he was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his clothes became dazzling white. Suddenly there appeared to them Moses and Elijah, talking with him. Then 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." While 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!" When the disciples heard this, they fell to the ground and were overcome by fear. But Jesus came and touched them, saying, "Get up and do not be afraid." And when they looked up, they saw no one except Jesus himself alone.
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."

It’s not unusual for me I have to admit, but I stand with Peter on this one. No wonder he is so pleased by the appearance of Moses and Elijah. And no wonder he wants to build a couple of cozy little houses up on the mountain-top and stay there with the two of them and with Jesus revealed in his translucent and somehow brightly lit glory – I mean, who wouldn’t?  They’ve come to the mountain after a couple of longs years of wandering the dusty streets and forgotten places of Galillee, healing the sick, and curing the mad, and hanging around with tax collectors and prostitutes and other ne’er do well types a good plain fisherman like Peter might have preferred to keep away from before he met Jesus. And if this isn’t enough, Jesus has just announced for the first time that things were not only not going to get better, they were going to get worse: He was indeed the messiah, he confirmed, which must have brought Peter some relief, but what that seemed to mean to Jesus was that he would not prevail, triumphant over the powers of darkness and death, but rather succumb to them though a shameful death on a cross. 

It must have felt like the answer to Peter’s prayers then, that Jesus would appear to him now in the more appropriate and reassuring company of Elijah and Moses.  Certainly Peter seemed thrilled by their appearance. Quite naturally he hopes to rest for a while in a nest of the familiarly and recognizably religious after all the confusion and chaos and downright topsy-turviness of life lived with the real, flesh and blood Jesus.  And so he blurts out his famous words about making three little houses for them all so that maybe – just maybe – they would all stay together for a while, up on the mountain together – and together transcendent.

But then God speaks, and the whole thing falls apart again. Before he even has a chance to finish his celebratory speech, God bursts in with the words, “This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him!” In our translation, at least, there is an exclamation point after these words ‘listen to him!’ as if God is annoyed, or frustrated or something.  It’s not a nice gentle ‘listen to him” then,  but something more like, “listen to him, for goodness sakes!” or maybe “Listen to him!” Either way a contradiction seems to be implied between Peter’s desire to build cozy little boxes or booths, and God’s desire for Jesus to be listened to.  It’s as if God is saying: “No no no no no! Couldn’t you just listen to him please?”  

What’s interesting to me here is that despite the fact that many commentators emphasize the reassuring qualities of this line -- pointing to the fact that these are almost exactly the same words as those Jesus himself heard at his Baptism -- the truth is that upon hearing these words of God the disciples become not reassured but terrified. “When the disciples heard this,” the text tells us, “They fell to the ground and were overcome by fear.” It’s almost as if they could handle the God of their tradition -- at least more or less. It might have been overwhelming a little, sure, to so suddenly have an immediate part in it all, but the scene was recognizable in a way too, Biblical even: here was Moses, here Elijah, and now Jesus himself taking his place right alongside them. In a way, it all made sense.  No.  What frightens them so much is not the sudden presence of the most well respected prophets of old, but this other thing – this God ‘out of the box’ or in this case, ‘out of the house’ or the ‘booth’ -- or even the temple: actual God in the actual flesh, not as a historical figure, nor even as a longed for figure still way off, but God right next to them in the body of their friend and teacher, Jesus of Nazareth. That God could be so close! That God could be so human! That God could be so tangible, and vulnerable, and frankly, when you get right down to it – so real!

This I think is what begins to get to the heart of this passage. Because isn’t this, ultimately, what Christ did for us all – entered the world so that the whole world would forever be filled with Him: the gutter and the alley as much as the temple; the weak and the broken, as much as the upright and the visibly good? 

And it is why Peter’s response so misses the mark in the end, I think too.  Because the whole point is not to close ourselves off from the world into a God proscribed by the limits of our religious traditions, but to open ourselves up to the mystery of God alive, with us, in the world, everywhere, today.  God as the woman who sobs with fear as she tries to help me see how terrifying it is to have the FBI and the CIA stalking her, tracking her down with lazer beams and computer chips and tiny little lenses hidden away out of sight; and God in the man asleep in the alcove outside of the 7/11, covered in blankets and despair; and God in the young woman who walks past him without even a pause; God in the men who dress up as the Statue of Liberty as part of an advertising campaign for Liberty Tax Services, and God in the accountants inside that office; God in each of the men and women who serve bagels and burgers and Chinese food and falafal roll ups each day to so many of us here.  God in this sanctuary and outside of it. God in those we love and those we fear, and perhaps hardest to believe, God in us too…God everywhere and everywhere alive, and everywhere hidden… Until those moments, so rare, too rare, when the reality behind the bright cloud of day-to-day life suddenly bursts forth, shining bright and clear as the sun, so that we know -- know in our bodies and our hearts as well as in our minds -- that what we are being allowed to see, fleetingly, is what God sees always: Christ alive in the world around us, Christ present among us now.  Christ in us.

So today, just before we begin the often difficult journey of lent, I invite you, like the disciples to be strengthened.  The fact is that Jesus did turn towards Jerusalem after his own transfiguration, and that he did haul poor Peter James and John right up along with him. And that must have felt beyond terrible.  As terrible as anything ever could ever be, perhaps. And yet His death led not to absence but to a presence they and we continue to be gifted with everywhere, all the time, even right now.  And this is good news, of course. Of course!  But the truth is that it is frightening too, the kind of frightening that might have us throwing ourselves to the ground and hiding our faces in our hands just the way Peter and James and John did. Because while it’s at least relatively easy to be open to the reality of God in certain well-defined places and in certain pre-established ways, it’s a scary business, not knowing just how or where we’re next going to encounter the power of the living I AM.  

Thank goodness then that we have God’s reminder to keep us going: “This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him!”

So what, then, does he say? Let’s hear it again: “When the disciples heard (these words), they fell to the ground and were overcome by fear. But Jesus came and touched them, saying, “Get up and do not be afraid.”

“Get up and do not be afraid.” Of course -- what else would the Son of God say but this?  These words: ‘Do not be afraid’ or ‘fear not’ are repeated over and over again in the gospels, and especially here in the gospel of Matthew.  So next time you’re wandering around in the world and are struck in a particular way by someone’s beauty, or even by their vulnerability, or pain, ‘have no fear.”  Hear instead the words Jesus offered to his disciples late one evening when he comes to them unexpectedly, walking over the water like a ghost:  “ Fear not. It is I.  Do not be afraid.” 
									
----Amen

* * *
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