The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for the Transfiguration of our Lord, Year A

The Text: Matthew 17:1-9

Dear heavenly Father, send your Holy Spirit on us so that, whether we’re on the mountaintop or down in the valley, we might listen to our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. Amen.

Most people have read comics or seen movies involving superheroes.

Many of them have alter egos – you know, they live under some kind of alias as they interact with normal people in their everyday jobs.

One of the most endearing is Superman. During the day he’s a mild-mannered and possibly ‘klutzy’ reporter who many people ignore and pay no attention to. In some of the movies where he’s been portrayed, no one listens to him or wants to get to know him on a deeper level. He’s almost a nobody!

But we, the audience, know his secret. We know he’s also a ‘superman’ who can leap tall buildings, go faster than speeding bullets, and is more powerful than a locomotive.

We’re often waiting and looking for that critical moment when his sense of peace or justice for someone is threatened and he quickly puts on his familiar crime-fighting, figure-hugging outfit, and transforms into our superhero who saves the day.

It’s interesting that when he wears his familiar blue and red outfit with a golden ‘S’ spread over his chest, everyone’s willing to notice him, pay attention to him, and listen to his every word. They look to him with awe, respect, and even reverence. 

While he’s mild-mannered Clark Kent, no one listens to him, but when he’s revealed as Superman, they do. Despite the fact he’s the same person, one side of him has authority and power, but the other doesn’t.

The really quirky and laughable irony is how much authority he has when he wears his bright red underpants on the outside of his clothes! 

Today in our bible reading, we have our mild-mannered Rabbi reveal his true self. 

In this case it’s not in a show of power, speed, leaping abilities, being able to see through buildings, having super-sensitive hearing, being able to freeze objects with his breath, or any other super-power the movie makers show off. He doesn’t even put on a super-hero outfit or wear his underwear in funny ways. Instead, he shines in bright array with the glory of God himself.

Now, you might wonder what kind of super-power this can be. How can shining brightly save us or help us in our life? Or, what does his shining indicate for us? Or, following this super-hero theme, what do his sidekicks Moses and Elijah have to do with him at this point?

Well, let’s work through these questions backwards. 

Why are Moses and Elijah there? What’s their role on this mountaintop? 

For those familiar with these people, you’ll remember they too had significant mountaintop experiences which ‘shine a light’ on what’s going on here.

First, Moses met God on a mountain. God spoke to him from a burning bush which didn’t burn up. God authorised Moses to be his spokesperson so he could lead God’s own people from slavery to freedom. 

It wasn’t the last time God spoke to him, because sometime later, once Moses led the Israelites through the Red Sea into the wilderness, Moses met God again on the same mountain. Again, there was God’s voice. 

On that mountain, God gave his words of instruction to Moses, to hand on to the Israelites, so they may live as his holy people. This time, as a result of Moses being in God’s presence, his face began to shine. The glory of God was reflected in his physical presence.

Similarly, Elijah was led to a mountain to hear God speak, in a soft, quiet voice. Hearing the voice of God gave Elijah courage to continue his work, despite seemingly overwhelming odds against him. 

In addition, you could say Elijah was also representative of many prophets who heard God speak and in turn revealed the light of his holy ways to his people.

So, God revealed himself to Moses and Elijah on mountains and made them his spokespersons so they spoke with his own authority. 

In our Gospel account today, God reveals himself in the person of Jesus Christ on a mountain. Unlike Moses who only reflected God’s holy glory, Jesus is the very presence of God. He didn’t just reflect light but shone from within as a source of holy light, which is why his clothing also shone. 

His shining indicates he’s not just a mild-mannered Rabbi, but God himself in human flesh. We, the audience, now know his secret. We know he's much more than meets the eye. Now we look with anticipation for his acts of salvation.

In addition, God’s voice is heard once more from a mountaintop… with a very significant twist.

The writings of the Law and the Prophets, represented by Moses and Elijah, were authoritative for God’s people. Do you want to know God’s will for yourself in your life or the life of a community? Don’t go to your own inner thoughts or feelings, which can change with the wind, but go to God’s Word. 

The Old Testament Scriptures are the living voice of God and respected as such. When God no longer revealed himself though mighty displays of victory or salvation, the Israelites listened to God’s word through the writings of Scripture, because they were authoritative for the life and faith of God’s own people. But now there’s a significant shift in authority.

The voice of God commanded his New Testament people, represented by Peter, James, and John, to listen to Jesus who is God’s one and only Son with whom he is very well pleased. In the past they listened to people like Moses and Elijah, but now a new authority is revealed.

It's significant that up until the point where God speaks, the Old Testament Scripture writers were present and shared the authoritative voice of God, but now Jesus stands supported by the Law and Prophets. The authority of God is revealed in the person of Jesus, and he calls us to listen to him. 

This doesn’t mean we can ignore or throw out the Old Testament, because the work of Jesus only makes sense when read in the context of the Old Testament Scriptures. And the Old Testament takes on a whole new meaning when read through the work and life of Jesus. The Old Testament points to Jesus, and the New Testament bears witness how Jesus interprets and fulfils Scripture for us.

So, here at this important point in Jesus’ life when he’s just about to journey toward Jerusalem in order to perform his heroic act of salvation by suffering and dying for us and our sins, he’s revealed for who he truly is and by what authority he’s saying and doing what he does. 

But don't be misled by the comparison with superheroes either. Let’s get it straight: Jesus is no superhero. He is God himself in human flesh. Many people struggle with this concept of how Jesus is fully God and fully human at the same time. For many, he’s either one or the other.

Here in today’s reading we have a glimpse of the mysterious truth regarding Jesus’ divinity and authority. Because we see, or rather hear, about Jesus’ divinity (in this sense we ‘look’ to Jesus through our ears), we’re more likely to listen to him. 

We now know Jesus is much more than a mild-mannered Rabbi whom many people simply ignore, because we know he’s God’s only begotten Son.

Unlike superheroes, Jesus didn’t come to save you while shining brightly or wearing his perfectly bleached whites. He saved you as the mild-mannered Rabbi. It’s a bit like having a Superman film, but the hero is Clark Kent, not Superman. 

At this point Jesus was about to go to willingly suffer and die for you. In this way you could say this is a climax or turning point in Matthew’s gospel account. Here Jesus ‘sucks up’ all the promises of Moses and the prophets, as well as the fulfilment of all those old covenant promises into himself. He replaces Moses and Elijah and all they represent. The people of God, including you and me, - are now to listen to Jesus.

But what does he say to us?

He says to us such things as, ‘you’re sinful since birth’. This inborn sickness runs deep and needs to be exposed. His words convict us that, even if we were to clean up our words and actions, our disease lies so deep, death is our only cure. Death is our only escape from sin.

But instead of destroying us as we might expect, he tells us he will die our death so we may live. Through his death, and through his shedding of blood, our sins are forgiven. He even drowns us and connects us to his own death and resurrection in the waters of Baptism. 

He sees we’re afraid and need more than just his voice. So, like the disciples on the mountain, he comes and touches us. He comes to touch our ears with his words of absolution. He comes to touch our bodies in the word and water of Baptism. He comes to touch our hands, lips, and tongue with his meal of forgiveness with his true body and blood.

He lifts us up in his arms and carries us by his promises of grace, forgiveness and hope, which he speaks to us over and over again. Even though we may want to have physical proof of his promises, he says ‘my words are enough’. ‘Look to me through your ears.’

Through the ears of faith, his words touch our hearts and calm our troubled consciences, lifting us out of depressing and despairing depths. His words touch our bodies to cleanse us so we may live in his body. His physical presence of body and blood touch us, heal us and nourish us for the journey of faith where our eyes will fail us. His words give us the faith to withstand the journey with him to eternal life.

We know why Moses and Elijah were there. Their work was finished. They were pointing to Jesus as the fulfillment of all their words and promises. 

They were pointing to Jesus as the one who continues to speak to us; either through the words of the Old Testament which he fulfilled for us, or through the words of the New Testament, which describe his saving works on the cross and later by his continuing work by the power of the Holy Spirit through the early church, continuing right on to the present.
Jesus is much more than a superhero. He is our lawgiver, our prophet, our priest, and our King. He alone is our Saviour. He has authority to do what he says. Therefore listen to him.

And may the peace of God, which surpasses all human understanding, guard our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.
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