Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore 14 February 2010

Last Sunday after Epiphany/Transfiguration Sunday

"Claiming our own"


The scholars from many Christian traditions who put together the series of weekly Bible readings we call the Lectionary, did a good job tying Old and New Testaments together today.


This is, after all, one of those transitional Sundays in the Christian calendar, or "Christian Year," as we call it:   A moment when we look back and summarize, just before launching into a new emphasis, or "season," as we call it.


Today we are leaving the  reflections on Christmas and Epiphany --- the baby Jesus and the wise men --- a mostly happy time when the focus is on signs of God's presence.


After today, we will focus on God's absence.   Starting with Ash Wednesday, we will walk through scenes leading up to Jesus' death.   We will watch his friends first misunderstand him, and then lose him altogether, in the season we name "Lent."


To prepare for that, the lectionary parallels the Old Testament story of Moses meeting God, with the story of three of his inner circle:   Peter, James and John --- seeing Jesus transfigured on the mountaintop.

Just as Moses veiled his face after talking with God, so the disciples veiled the Transfiguration, said nothing afterwards about it.


It is the church's way of claiming our own revelation through Jesus Christ, just as the Jews claimed, and still claim, through Torah, the way of life identified with Moses, the escape through the Red Sea and the giving of the Ten Commandments.


All this is right and helpful.


What troubles me today is the reading from 2 Corinthians.  In it an early Christian, the Apostle Paul, says Jews still see darkly, while Christians "have the veil removed," seeing clearly.


It is shallow to say Paul was wrong, for Scripture always is a channel of grace, just as Holy Communion is.


What I do believe is that no end of mischief has come from this kind of claim for our own, our revelation of God through Jesus Christ.


"Jesus Is All the World to Me," the song says, and I say, we say, as baptized believers.


The ecstasy, the standing outside of ourselves, the stepping into a larger frame of reference, that we experience by giving ourselves, heart and mind, to Jesus, brings no right to criticize other revelations of long-standing, well-worked-out, admirable religious traditions such as that of the people of Israel.


Claiming our own is just that:    Saying to the world, and over and over to ourselves, that God really comes to us through church.   All our energy is needed to honor that claim.


The closest analogy I can come up with is marriage.   I can say God reveals love and meaning through my partner.   I never say that's God's only way of getting through.   I can call my beloved the only one for me --- which is what Paul is saying in 2nd Corinthians.   I can't say my beloved is the only one --- which is what too many Christians have heard Paul saying in this scripture.


Transfiguration:   Confirmation of God in my life --- is more than my doing.   Our role is more modest.   Speaking personally, I am getting more and more grateful.   It's one of the benefits of age, I think.   Enjoying church;  missing you all when we don't gather;   watching prayers answered;   simple things like shoveling snow or having someone shovel for me --- God is claiming me, moment by moment.   The Transfiguration story helps us claim the Good News of God's love in Jesus Christ.


We will need it next week, when we look at darkness through Jesus' own experience.


Thanks be to God.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor 
