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Where are you really, truly yourself?

I’ve been turning this question over in my head for the past several weeks, as I’ve wondered what this transfiguration gospel is trying to tell us.  Perhaps it was no accident that I started thinking about it all while I was on vacation—on top of a mountain, in fact.  Like so many of us, I felt more at home in my own skin when I was out of my house and away from my routine.  This must be the real me, I thought, the one who gets enough sleep and laughs easily.  My cheeks were red at the end of each day from being out in the sun and the wind.

And then I came home, down from the mountain, through several hours of traffic.  Back to bills to pay, laundry to wash, dishes to scrub, schedules to keep.  I didn’t sleep so well most nights.  I didn’t laugh so easily, either.  Oh yes, I thought.  I forgot about this version of myself.  Real life again; this must be the real me.

Which one, I’ve been wondering, is it?  Who am I, at the heart of things?  How do any of us pinpoint our true selves?  Most of live in this paradox of having some sense of deferred identity.  There is the self we live in every day, formed by some alchemy of habits and accidents and struggles.  And then there is that other person, the person, this self full of grace, a person that we long to be and hope to be and every once in a great while actually become for an hour or maybe even a few days in a row.

I hear these tensions about identity swirling in the background of our gospel for this last Sunday of Epiphany.  We get to see Jesus in this whole new light—and then we go back to normal  We get to go up the mountain—and then we have to leave.  And so there’s this question of how to deal with the change in altitude.  What do we do with this kind of double vision in our lives?  Was the vision glorious just that—a momentary vision?  Or a promise?  Or a challenge?  Or a consolation?

We always hear some version of this story on the last Sunday of Epiphany, which is of course always the last Sunday before Lent.  And I think the church has fallen into a habit that seems very insignificant but which actually has enormous consequences.  We tend to view the transfiguration more through the lens of Lent than as the culmination of the season of incarnation.  And when we do that, the transfiguration stops being something wonderful, something with power in itself, and instead becomes little more than a launching pad, a last hurrah before rolling up sleeves and pitching into the work of the next forty days.  I can start to hear this dismissive undercurrent in my mind: yes, that’s nice all right, Jesus, but let’s get moving.  The real work of Lent is ahead, down there, in the valley.  No one can stay on the mountain, after all, so don’t even try.  It’s not the real world, after all.

Is it?

I’ve been entertaining an idea, and so I’d like to invite you to entertain it, too: that perhaps the most real thing that we will hear about in Matthew’s gospel is this mountain top.  That the most important thing, that we hear about in the gospels are the moments like this one—the theopahnies, the revelations, the bright lights.  Perhaps the most true thing we can say about Jesus is not that he is doomed to suffering but that he is designed for glory.  Perhaps the most important thing that we will ever know about him is that one day, as one translation puts it, “sunlight poured from his face.”

This is a theologically risky proposition to make—and, in saying it, I don’t mean to pass over all he terrible things that happen to Jesus, or all the terrible things that happen to all of us disciples, either.  I don’t mean to ignore the cross.  But I do want to hold up what I think the gospel is trying to hold up: a reminder of what all that suffering might be meant for in the end.  And any of our struggles—well, they are temporary.  This, this shining—this is permanent.  This is real.  Jesus is made up of glory.  And—astounding as it may seem—it is the destiny we share, to be “changed into his likeness from glory to glory.”

Many of you have heard of C.S. Lewis; I am guessing that fewer of you have heard of his friend and contemporary, Charles Williams.  His novels were never as successful as Lewis’s and are, as a result, pretty obscure.  But Williams had a remarkable theology of love and revelation that explains to me why the transfiguration is so important.  Most of us assume that the truth about anything we love is unfolded over time—that as we get to know a person or a job or a home more and more, we will come to see it as it truly is.  First impressions are fleeting; truth comes only with the hard work of real life, or so conventional wisdom tells us.

Charles Williams believed something different.  First love, he insisted, was the true love. Those moments of insight—those glimpses when our hearts are filled and our minds are changed—those are the gifts from heaven.  Those are our yard sticks for reality.  We may never match that clarity again our whole lives long.  But such clarity should always be our north star, our compass, our beacon.  We must always be accountable to the vision.

Many sermons will be preached today about how important it is to come off the mountain.  A lot of preachers will point out how wrong Peter is to try and build those three dwellings and how you can’t live up about the tree line.  And I get all that.  But I worry that in our rush to get back to our ordinary lives that we will forget the extraordinary life that we are offered in Christ.  I worry that we will listen too well to Jesus’ words—“tell no one about the vision.”  We stop even reminding ourselves what it was like.  And when we start to think that the vision is just for the mountaintop, just an oasis, just a memory—well, we being to lose track of one of the most important gifts God ever gave us.

The Lenten journey is before us all soon enough.  There is a whole lot of work to be done in our world, and a whole lot of work to be done in each of our souls, I am sure.  But I do not invite you to that journey, not yet.  Instead, this morning, I am asking you to be still for a while.  Stay up where the air is clear.  Contemplate the light that Jesus has shown you.  Think about what Jesus has revealed to you of himself; this of what Jesus has revealed to you about yourself.  What does the light look like?  How will you know it when you see it again?  What will help you to seek it out?  What are you willing to give up so that you can find it once more?

The second letter of Peter was read today because it speaks about the transfiguration: “You will do well be attentive to this as to a lamp shining in a dark place.”  We all live in dark places, in what have been called the shadow lands.  And we need the light with us if we are to ever find our way out.  We need the vision.  We need to know who God wants to be for us—and we need to be reminded of who God wants us to become in return.

The church that I served in Massachusetts would offer the bread at communion time with these words: “Behold what you are.”  And the congregation responded, each time, “May we become what we receive.”  Even before we get to the eucharist this morning, these words seem appropriate.  Jesus shows himself to us.  Jesus shows us how amazing God can really be.  And Jesus offers us a promise that we are meant for that kind of brightness, if only we will recognize it when we finally see it.

So, my friends in Christ, behold Jesus.  And behold who you are meant to be, really, truly.  You are most yourself when you are closest to all that light.  So stay there, as long as you can.  Study that place.  Contemplate its beauty.  Learn to know that bright mountaintop well so that, wherever you go next, you will always, always be able to find your way back home.

