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It was in my preaching class in seminary that William Muehl, our professor, told us:  “Now when you preach about heaven, light up your face with the most beautiful smile, let your eyes shine with the splendor of glory, and let your smile convey the most radiant countenance so your sermon will convince people that heaven is real.”  I raised my hand, and asked professor:  ‘What should we make our face look like when we preach about hell?  

Quickly he replied:  Don’t worry Neff, your every day face will do fine.”  

Do you remember the olden days when a bride, would wear the veil down the aisle, and at just the right moment in the service, would lift her veil to reveal her face.  

The title of this sermon is “Lift the Veil.”  






I.

In Exodus, we see that Moses encounter and prolonged contact with God on the mountaintop made his face shine radiant.  Moses, who had been imbued with God’s spirit, now rose to live on an even higher plain;  being with God actually elevated his physical nature and vivified his spiritual being.

Next, we see Jesus on the mountaintop, with Peter, James and John, the fisherman who had been with him since the first day, his first disciples.  

As they are summoned to the mountaintop for prayer, their eyelids are heavy.  Instead of prayer, they need sleep.  Then, out of nowhere,  Moses comes down from heaven, Elijah appears from glory, and they begin to converse among themselves.

Jesus was transfigured before their eyes.  It was an epiphany for the disciples, as Jesus conversed with Moses, giver of the law, and continued the word God spoke through the prophets symbolized by Elijah.

Then, in the wink of an eye, God takes the Hebrew tradition to a new revelation as the clouds descend, and a voice calls from heaven, confirming Jesus’ identity as the prophesied Messiah.

Imagine Peter, James and John as they glimpse Jesus radiant in his garments of white. Imagine the faces of the disciples glowing as they behold Jesus standing before them in all his glory.  Light brighter than the sun!

For the disciples, it was a transfiguration.  But for the disciples it was also a a pre-figuration.  A glimpse of Jesus in his resurrected body, the full light of Jesus’ future victory granted to the disciples.  The light of truth, the light of grace, the light of God’s glory revealed in the identity of Jesus.

They would need to remember that same light that was in Jesus as he showed the disciples his true glory as he went up to Jerusalem and was stripped of his power and faced suffering, rejection and death on the cross.





II.

We are going to need all the light and truth of Jesus that we can get, as we fix our eyes upon Jesus the next 40 days of Lent.  

Because we are going through some difficult times.  Abroad, at home, in our own personal lives.

But it seems to be that the more difficult our times are, the brighter the light of Christ.

The more complex the times we live in, the clearer the truth of Christ.

Just as Jesus led his disciples through difficult times to become faithful witnesses, so Jesus will lead us to become his faithful witnesses and lift the veil from our spiritual eyes to help us see reality as it is.  

All of us Christians suffer from a kind of seasonal-affective disorder that has nothing to do with the hours of sunlight we get even here in the winter of Chicago.

We go through times when our spirits are depressed and sagging, times when we are weary and need a fresh infusion of purpose.

We go through times when we are lost or can’t get out of the rut we are stuck in. 

In a deeper way, we go through times when we cannot see the light or sense the light of God to walk the next step.

In our global life, we are seeing that everything is changing rapidly;  but the more things change, the more they stay the same.  The rich are getting richer, the poor are getting poorer.  We still have only made small dents in global starvation and slight progress in containing the ravaging of global disease.  Our environment is connected to our consumption, which becomes more precipitous every day.

What possibilities for our world does the light revealed in Christ unveil?

Here at home, we are going through more difficult days as the first surge of troops attempts to re-secure Iraq, and 7000 more troops are sent into Afghanistan.  Another unbudgeted100 billion dollars in supplemental funds for the military comes before Congress next week, at a time when our hot lunch programs and Head Start programs and Medicaid programs are getting pared down, and in some cases eliminated.

Every budget is a theological document.  Every budget reflects our vision and values as people of faith.

Does the truth of  Jesus Christ have anything to say about the war in Iraq?  Does the truth of Christ have any light to shed on our national priorities?

Every budget is a theological document.  Every budget reflects our vision and values as a people.

We will need the light of Christ to help direct us toward politics and policies that reflect the glory of God, which is every human being fully alive to the possibilities and promises of life.

The more difficult our times, the brighter the light of Christ.

The more troubling our times, the clearer the truth of Christ.






III.

Our gospel lesson gives us two clues to find the light we need to live.

First, “this is my beloved son.  Listen to him.”

We are renewed in faith whenever we listen to Jesus’ teachings.  We are strengthened in faith whenever we apply ourselves to Jesus’ words, because Jesus is the word God speaks.  Jesus taught what no other human being ever taught.  He taught reconciliation first, then loving your enemies and praying for your persecutors.  He taught us to be salt and light;  he taught us to be seed and word.  He taught forgiveness in proportion to the number of times God has forgiven us.  He taught us to be servants and not masters.  He taught that we are blessed when we hunger and thirst for justice and righteousness.  He taught that we become blessing when we become peacemakers.  He taught that the reign of God was not in some far off future, but here, now, in in our midst, right before our eyes, in the choices we make, if we are single in heart and mind.

In the Christian walk, we all go to sleep from time to time, but Jesus’ teachings wake us up, again and again, to the light and truth of God’s presence.  







IV.

Second, “this is my beloved Son.  Pay attention to him.”  We are renewed for faithful living when we pay attention to Jesus’ example.  Because Jesus’ word and deed were one, we experience the light and truth of God’s love whenever we see Jesus befriending the tax collectors and prostitutes.  When we see him welcoming the children and physically embracing lepers.  When we see him turning the rich away, because their riches were more important than following him.  Look at Jesus as he welcomes women into his band, and in an act of love, serves Judas the Passover meal, then washes the disciples’ feet.

Look at Jesus as he fearlessly faces Jerusalem, and cleanses the temple, and speaks truth to power, and burns himself out on the way to the cross. 

In the Christian walk, we all lose our witness from time to time.  

But Jesus’ witness wakes us up again and again to God’s presence with us as light and truth.  We find our witness once again.

The more troubling our times, the brighter the light of Christ.

The more difficult our times, the clearer the truth of Christ.






V.

Today, we stand upon the mountain top with Jesus, Peter, James and John.  We experience light of truth, the light of grace, the light of God’s glory revealed in Jesus.  As we prepare to go back down into the valley, I invite you to let Christ lift the veil from your eyes.  To see reality as it is, from God’s perspective. If we could but do that, as individuals, and as a congregation these next 40 days, Christ would give us all the light we need to live the light of grace and truth, the light of justice and love, the light of peace, healing and reconciliation.

Then I promise you:  your face will beam bright with the light that is heaven.  Your face will show the glory of God’s light within you.

“This is my beloved Son.  Listen to him.”  Amen.

