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“LISTEN TO HIM!”
Rev Wayne F. Knouse

Scripture Background:	Exodus 34:29 – 35; Psalm 99; 2 Corinthians 3:12 – 4:2;
				Luke 9:28 - 36.

Luke 9:34, 35  While he was saying this, a cloud came and overshadowed them; and they were terrified as they entered the cloud. Then from the cloud came a voice that said: “This is my Son, my Chosen; listen to him!”			

They tell me that one of the most thrilling, exhilarating, memorable experiences of life is to reach the summit of a mountain after an arduous and dangerous climb to get to the top and then look out over the world.  I suppose part of the “adrenaline rush” derives from the exhausting effort to get to the top.  I have a friend and colleague who moved to Calgary a number of years ago; and being close to the mountains he got “caught up” in the sport of mountain climbing, never having been remotely attracted to it before.  He tried to tell me how wonderful it was to reach the top. I wasn’t impressed.
I
But then it occurs to me in thinking about the mountaintop experience, we are really talking about quality, content, meaning-in-life experience, rather than logistics or geography or geological elevation.  The mountaintop experience does not necessarily need a physical mountaintop.

There are a host of settings when such a thing could occur, when the moment is so enhanced and glorified that awareness of time and consciousness is suspended.  Various disciplines and practices of transcendental meditation or yoga as in Buddhism or Hinduism can do it.  To learn such techniques spiritual pilgrims have flocked to far eastern countries like Thailand to seek out the Delai Lama and his disciples.
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For me as for many of you know, music can do it.  Believe it or not I once wrote a sermon in the middle of a symphony concert.  My wife could tell you about it.  After the first piece she looked over in the semi-darkness, and there I was, writing all over the program, feverishly getting things down; using every available, empty space; I suppose because I was inspired and energized by the music, ideas and meaning it suggested to me.

Music has a way of communicating power - great orchestral works like Beethoven’s “Fifth”, or Dvorak’s “New World” symphonies evoke a wide range of emotion.  Or, you can have a mountain top experience sitting in a movie theatre; overcome by the pathos of life or the power of love and its persistence and suffering; the goodness that lives and thrives even in one single person in the midst of a horrific world (some films by Kevin Costner, and Barbara Streisand tend to do it for me; often not money makers or that popular; a film called “Shadowlands,” directed by Robert Redford, on the power of suffering love in the story of C. S. Lewis played by Anthony Hopkins; and his unlikely love affair with the American, Joy Gresham.)
II
All of this is background for citing how frequent is the mountaintop event in human experience as portrayed in the scriptures; how significant; how turning-points in Biblical history occur with a religious experience on the mountaintop - Moses on Mount Sinai (Horeb) (Exodus 34) receiving the sacred law of the covenant; Elijah the prophet fleeing from the hated and wicked King Ahab and Queen Jezebel, seeking refuge on the mountain of God and while there enduring the storms of “earthquake, wind and fire”, hearing after it all the “still, small voice” of God, reassuring him and commanding him to go down from the mountain and continue the struggle for righteousness and faith, even if it ended up that he was the only prophet of God in all the land.

Now this is preparation for exploring the significance of our text from Luke 9, the story of Jesus taking three disciples to a high mountain, and what happened there, traditionally known as the “Transfiguration”.  This has to be regarded as an important, even essential story, for it is contained in all three synoptic Gospels.  (Like the baptism of Jesus, the Passion, crucifixion and resurrection.)  Furthermore it is placed almost at the centre point of the gospel narrative story.  (Could we say it is the “hump” of the gospels, so that when they come down from the mountain, circumstances change in a radical way?) 
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All of the elements of a rich, religious, mountaintop experience are there: the mountaintop where, historically, sanctuaries of holiness are located; the dazzling, blinding white light, (indicating a heavenly event with a transformed state of being);  appearance of Moses and Elijah, truly the greatest heroes and guardians of the historic faith, the reference point of all the covenant traditions of Israel; the cloud that covered the four, such a cloud always a sign in ancient religion of God’s presence, acting as a veil to prevent the human creature from looking upon God (reflecting the firm, ancient Israelite belief that to look upon God would mean certain death); finally where the scene leads - to the message, the voice from the midst of the cloud in the words: “This is my Son, my Chosen” (remember those exact words at Jesus’ baptism?); “listen to him!” (It’s crucial to get the inflection and accent correct on those words.), reinforced when the cloud lifts and only Jesus is there.

This means surely, that the gospels bear a central, almost singular message, related to the question of Jesus’ identity: “Listen to him”.  Consistent with everything that goes before and comes after, the gospel says to us, “He is what you need”!  Everything you know, all the sacred history, the great heroes and their mighty deeds, the prophets and their faithful message of truth and promise of salvation, all of it is now manifest in him, “incarnate”, part and parcel of his life and his flesh.  So it is, Luke would say, “Look to him”; and I believe he would add, “look to his Church”, reminiscent of the second major concern of the gospel, namely, the kind of life he gives us, the life of discipleship and its quality of supreme, sacrificing love in relation to the neighbour and the needs of the world.
III
Is Christ really the One we look to, you and I, and listen to, and search for in the context of our church and it’s mission; and then by extension, in our daily living?  Are we tied to old habits, or trapped in religious tradition from which we need to be freed to truly “feed” on the Spirit from him. commemorates.  

What was the result?  The voice from the cloud: “This is my Son; listen to him.”  In other words, he fulfils all of the rituals you regard as holy; in him you don’t need them anymore; you are free in spirit.
Is Christ important enough to us so that he can work through us?  Or, is Jesus simply an idea; an historic figure shrouded in mystery whom we can’t reach?
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The disciples came down the mountain after their special time with Jesus, to be his presence in the world; to allow him to transform or “transfigure” them in spirit, so that they could be his presence in whatever way necessary - to work together for righteousness, justice and peace in the world, wherever we see the need, - that abundant and eternal life might flourish in his name.
Thanks be to God. To God alone be all the glory.

