
Facing God

Exodus 34:29-35; Psalm 99; 2 Corinthians 3:12-4:2; Luke 9:28-36 (37-43)

Why do you come to church on Sunday morning? “I come for a moment of peace, to get away

from my problems,” says one person. Another disagreed. “I come to church only to get motivated to

live a better life in the real world.”

In the first person’s view, Sunday morning is a time to escape the problems and pain of the

“real” world. In the second’s view, Sunday worship is a time to get the energy or insight to go back to

the “real” world where the action of faith really is. Both views assume that the “real” world is

somewhere other than in the world of worship. Escape? Avoidance? Why are we in worship on

Sunday morning? I saw a post on Facebook this week that a young Gen-Xer wrote lamenting the fact

that his denomination was trying to attract SBNR’s (spiritual but not religious). He stated his reason

for going to worship: “I come to church to worship God. I come to experience the awe that comes in

knowing of Christ’s grace. I come to hear the Word and receive the sacraments. I come to be better

equipped to serve God’s world.”  He said that if he wanted coffee community, donuts (which was part

of the ad) he could get that anywhere. Worship was about more than that.

I take you to a key biblical story about worship, the story of the Transfiguration. The key word

in this strange story is metamorphoo, translated as its exact Latin equivalent, “transfigured.” Luke

surely means for us to interpret this strange event on the mountain as theophany, as revelation of

God, as a drawing back of the curtain between humanity and God. The linkages with Exodus 24:12-

18 are unmistakable – the mountain, the cloud, the six days (even though Luke has eight days),

Moses, the voice, the light. Moses’ face shined after being in God’s presence, so does Jesus’ face.

There are also linkages, particularly in Luke, to worship. Luke says this event occurs “about
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eight days after” (9:28) likely an allusion to early Christians who saw themselves as worshipping on

the eighth day. Verse 29 tells us that Jesus was praying.

We shall not attempt to work on the optional verses (vss. 37-43), the scene down in the valley.

Here, in this stunning moment of worship, on the way to suffering and death, the disciples are given a

reassuring glimpse of the end of the journey, at the end of a new exodus from death to life.

The disciples do not tell anyone about their experience. That is usually the way it is with such

dramatic, spiritual moments of worship. They end in wondrous, stupefied silence.

My teen-age days were in the late sixties. In many ways it was a difficult time. The Vietnam

War raged on over there, showing us images of the savagery of war for the first time on television

while, over here, draft dodgers drifted across the border with Chants of “Hell no, we won’t go!”

The worst of times was also the best of times. The Age of Aquarius sang and danced in

idealistic, youthful exuberance and assured the troubled world that “all we need is love.” I heard a

song at the DLM learning circle this past week by Joni Mitchell which reflected the mood of our young

idealistic minds at the time (even though I heard one of the younger participants say she had never

heard the song). I didn’t know Mitchell was the author of the song because I was familiar with the

more rock beat version of Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young. (Watch YouTube video) 

We are stardust
Billion year old carbon
We are golden
Caught in the devil's bargain
And we've got to get ourselves
Back to the garden  - Songwriters: MITCHELL, JONI Woodstock lyrics © Sony/ATV Music Publishing LLC

Students may have been misguided and hopelessly naive in political matters way back then,

but they were concerned and involved. We wanted a faith that made sense in the streets, face to
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face with the concrete needs of others, rather than the hothouse, aloof  faith of the temple.

Looking back, from the perspective of one who has now passed that dreaded over-thirty age

mark of which we were so suspicious, I think our greatest flaw was that we had too little an

appreciation for how tough things are for those who really try to live out their faith in the world. Time

magazine called us the “Now Generation.” We thought that we could have justice, liberation, equality,

and peace now. All we needed, we assumed, was to get the right person in Ottawa, a slightly more

enlightened foreign policy, a larger portion of the budget for the war on poverty, and all our work

would be done.

As the sixties ended, fewer people came to mass demonstrations and marches. They drifted

off the streets and into the more private concerns of self-fulfillment, self-discovery, and self-

enhancement.

I do not think we gave up because we no longer cared. I think we gave up mostly because we

no longer had the emotional or spiritual energy to act. We were just plain tired.

Back during the civil rights movement the first thing Martin Luther King and his cohorts did,

before they hit the streets to protest, was to gather everyone in some hot, crowded, little black Baptist

church and then they sang and prayed and sang some more. “Well, this was all fine, if you like that

sort of thing,” thought the good, white, humanistic liberals. But what in the world did this interminable

preaching and praying and singing and shouting have to do with the real business of gaining the

rights of black people? Many of the white visitors wondered aloud, “Why are we here in the sanctuary

when we should be out in the streets?”

“You see,” said one of the worshippers, “we black folk had been at this thing longer than you

white people. We knew that two hundred years of evil wouldn’t be eradicated in one march to

Jackson. That preaching and those prayers and songs kept us going for all those years, and they
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would be the only thing that would keep us going. Without the power of God, without the vision of

God, we wouldn’t last long out in the battle.”

Precious Lord, take my hand,

Lead me on, help me stand...

They withdrew for worship so that they might return with renewed perseverance and vision.

Is that why, once the way got long and hard, once the cameras focussed elsewhere, most of the

white protestors got back on the bus and headed for home? It was not that they no longer cared.

They were just tired. Their eager, beneficent, secular, humanitarian impulses just gave out.

On the Sunday of Transfiguration, but before Lent, as the church makes its weary way toward

the cross on Good Friday, the gospel is the story of the Transfiguration. The story speaks of

withdrawal and return – a dynamic that is found throughout the gospels. I take this story to be a kind

of parable about the inner dynamic of withdrawal and return which is at the heart of Christian worship

and is therefore at the heart of the Christian life.

Jesus leads his disciples up to a “high mountain.” Everybody from Moses on knows it is the

best place to receive a vision. The shining face is standard for visions (Ex 34:29-35; Rev 1:16), as

are the white garments (Lk 24:4; Acts 1:10), the cloud (Ex 13:21-22; 16:10; Ezek 1:4; 10:3-4; Acts

1:9), and the divine voice (Ex 24:16; Num 7:89; Rev 10:4, 8).

The disciples react to this strange vision characteristically; they fall on their faces, filled with

awe (Num 22:31; Ezek 1:28; 43:3; Dan 8:17; Rev 1:17). What we have here is a classic experience

of worship – somebody is coming face to face with God.

Then comes the cloud, a sign of the presence of God, as it had been in the Exodus. From the

cloud a voice speaks, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased,” echoing that baptismal

voice heard when Jesus began his ministry. As at his baptism, for a moment the veil of the present is

4Facing God.ser.wpd



stripped away to reveal who Jesus is and who he will be. The disciples are now told not only who

Jesus is, but also that they are to “listen to him.”

This strange mountaintop experience of worship happens on the way to the cross. The pace

quickens; the end of the drama comes into view over the horizon; a tragedy that will end in death for

Jesus and the scattering and disillusionment of his disciples. And, on the way, there comes this

mountaintop experience that looks toward the cross and yet transfigures the cross by its burst of light

before the encircling gloom.

On the way to the cross, the church withdraws and listens. It overhears the talk between

Jesus, Moses, and Elijah. The shining epiphany comes. The Creator confirms the Son’s authority.

But when it is all over and done with, when the benediction is given and we go forth, nothing seems

changed. “Was this only a fantasy trip, an escape from the cares of the world into some mystical

world of worship?” we ask. 

That question must be answered in each of our lives. Yet, many here this morning can testify

that worship makes all the difference. And worship, facing God, takes many forms as Bill’s song

points out so well, “not all the praying happens in church.” We withdraw upon the mountain, whether

the mountain is here, in the upstairs sanctuary or there, in downstairs sanctuary, in order to return to

the valley. We return to an unchanged world, but we, ourselves, are changed. We have seen the

Lord, we have heard a voice, and now we know not to be afraid.

Without such precious times of renewal, withdrawal, and vision, such as God gives us in our

times of worship, we would not be able to endure life in the valley, the road on the way to the cross.

Thanks be to God! Amen.
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