SHINING FACES
Sermon for the Feast of the Transfiguration, August 4, 2007
Readings: Exodus 34:29-35; Psalm 99; 1 Corinthians 12:27-13:13; Luke 9:28-36

Sermon texts:  As Moses came down from the mountain with the two tablets of the covenant in his hand; he did not know that the skin of his face shone because he had been talking with God.  Exodus 34:29. And while Jesus was praying the appearance of his face changed, and his clothes became dazzling white. Luke 9:29

It seems that if you get very close to God your face will start to shine. 

Moses went up the holy mountain and met God in the cloud. He received the tablets of the law. He saw the back of God (Ex 33:23; but not his face, for to see God the Father’s face would be too much for any mortal—which is why the Father speaks from a cloud). When he came back down he didn’t know that his face was shining like the sun. Aaron and the rest of the Israelites were afraid to come close. In the end he had a wear a veil to blend in.

Jesus went up the mountain to pray. Often he did this alone, but this time he took Peter, John and James. Just a few days before Peter had finally said what others were coming to think: that Jesus was the Messiah. It was time to show them what that meant.

“And while he was praying the appearance of his face changed, and his clothes became dazzling white. Suddenly they saw two men, Moses and Elijah, talking to him. 

They were shining too (appearing in glory, the text says). They were talking with Jesus about the road to Jerusalem and the completion of the work the Father had given Jesus to do. 

The companions of Jesus were dazed and confused. Who wouldn’t be? They were thinking, okay, the boss is having a big meeting. Maybe they could use some shelter. Good thing we’re here!

And then the great cloud of God came and settled over them. They were frightened. They heard a voice: “This is my son, my Chosen One. Listen to him!”

Sometime I tell Eli something like that: this is your mother, the chosen one. Listen to her!
But I want to speak about faces rather than voices. I remember seeing Mary’s face for the first time. It wasn’t in a church, I’m afraid, but a bar. I came in for a beer at the end of a long hot day. Mary was tending the bar, as she did some nights to help out her brother who owned the place, the North Forty. Remember the craze for cowboy hat among New Yorkers? Anyway, Mary stood out in the dim light like a dazzling jewel. Of course I could be partial—but that’s the way I remember it.

It is not only beauty that shines, though. I remember seeing Eli’s newborn face shining through wrinkles and goo with a kind of beauty that reminded me of the passage from Wordsworth great poem, Ode: Intimations of Immortality: 

But trailing clouds of glory do we come
        From God, who is our home:
Heaven lies about us in our infancy! 
But it won’t stay that way, the poet laments: 

Shades of the prison-house begin to close 
Upon the growing Boy 
…
At length the Man perceives it die away
And fade into the light of common day. 
So true. Yet I have been at the bedside of an old man close to death, barely breathing, seemingly unconscious. I read the great final prayers of the last rites with his family surrounding the hospital bed: his wife, daughter and son-in-law and their newborn child, laid on the bed next to his grandfather. His lips moved in response as we said the Lord’s Prayer. And I saw a kind of shining in the parchment thin skin of his face. We have the hope of eternity present even in the time of dying, like light seen in the tunnel, a voice in our heart calling us home.
Beauty, truth, life itself—these are from God and bring us close to God. In prayer when we intentionally seek God’s presence we can come closer. We come to the altar and receive. Faith is what I see shining in your faces as you humbly hold out your hands and receive his body and blood. Faith and joy is what we see shining out of the saints among us—Fr Diaz and I can think of the face of Desmond Tutu, whom we met in Colombia. These shining moments and saintly people are special witnesses to the presence of God. They keep us going when times are tough and God seems gone and the world a random and senseless maze.
Let’s be real. There are times in our lives when faith in God seems crazy, when hope is a dim flicker in a strong wind of misfortune. A lump is diagnosed as a malignant tumor; a good family is brutally assaulted and killed; a bridge collapses in the middle of a modern city; children by the thousands are dying everyday for lack of basic care. Where is God in all this? We can’t see him. We are caught in the cloud. Confused and scared. What we should we do? What can we do? “Gimme shelter!” sang the Rolling Stones.
Pray, and love.

Love is the daily way, a practice as important as prayer, and available at all times, not only the special times. And I will show you a still more excellent way, said Paul. The way of love—a way of life, not a feeling. 
Love never gives up.

Love cares more for others than for self.

Love doesn’t want what it doesn’t have. 

Love doesn’t strut,

Doesn’t have a swelled head,

Doesn’t force itself on others,

Isn’t always me first, 

Doesn’t fly off the handle, 

Doesn’t keep score of the sins of others,

Takes pleasure in the flowering of the truth,

Puts up with anything,

Trust Gods always,

Always looks for the best, 
Never looks back, 
But keeps going to the end.

So Eugene Peterson (The Message) translates the great ode to love of Paul. He concludes:

“We don’t yet see things clearly. We’re squinting in a fog, peering through a mist. But it won’t be long before the weather clears and the sun shines bright! We’ll see it all then, see it all as clearly as God sees us, knowing him directly as he knows us!


But for right now, until that completeness, we have three things to do to lead us toward that consummation: Trust steadily in God, hope unswervingly, love extravagantly. And the best of the three is love.”

God is near, though we may not know it. God is real and in the end life will triumph over death. We know in our bones that something is not yet right. The “world as it is” is straining to give birth to the “world as it ought to be”. But we are people of faith. We love one another and God despite all selfish and cruel things that we are prone to do and despite the difficulty of staying in the presence of God.

Love extravagantly and hold on to those moments of grace. Remember those shining faces—yours was one of them too. Remember that “it is the God who said “Let there be light!” who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Cor 4:6). Remember what the second letter of Peter counsels, “You will do to be attentive [to those testimonies of God, to these moments of grace] as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts” (2 Peter 1:19).
In Christ’s name, Amen.
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