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 I want to begin today by making a brief mention of the Russian 

invasion of Ukraine. Unlike me as a grafted Mennonite, many of you have 

grown up with  stories about the sufferings of the Mennonites in Ukraine at 

the hands of the Soviets during the 1917 Revolution, and the further 

privations suffered during the Stalin regime, culminating in the German 

invasion of Ukraine during the Second World War, and the eventual vicious 

push-back by the Soviets. You may have heard (or even perhaps can 

remember) that the suffering Mennonite colonies felt they had died and gone 

to heaven when the German invasion offered them, as Germanic people, 

relief and protection. I, as a descendent of Scottish, English, French, and Irish 

stock, was raised with a very different narrative, as you might expect, one 

where the Soviet forces were an ally against Germany. War can make strange 

bedfellows. As we watch war unfolding again in Ukraine, and NATO 

aligning itself, through sanctions, as a new version of the Iron Curtain, I 

expect unwelcome old wounds, memories, and traumas are being stirred up. 

We may be tempted to despair about humanity. But we need to remember, in 

the midst of our angst, in the midst of our suspicion that we as a race are 

fatally flawed … we need to remember that we are loved, that God is with us. 

We need to “Seek the Lord while he may be found; call on him while he is 

near … [for] he will have mercy, … for he will freely pardon” (Is. 55: 6-7). 

 Taking my lead from Moses’ shining face and Christ’s transfiguration, 

I want to think a bit about how approaching our promised future in God’s 

house is a matter of sporadic clarity in a world of shadows. The movement 

requires faith and discipline because we cannot comprehend the fullness of 

God’s presence in our lives. We see through a glass darkly. We succumb to 

temptation. We desperately need forgiveness. 

 Beth L. Tanner, writing on the Working Preacher website, says “In the 

Protestant lectionary, Transfiguration Sunday stands at the juncture between 
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Epiphany and Lent, and as such, offers a glimpse forward to the Easter 

Season and the Resurrection and Ascension of Christ.” 

 On this last Sunday in Epiphany, I think Tanner provides a very helpful 

way to consider the scripture passages we have heard read this morning, 

about the shining face of Moses, which he has to veil, and the transfiguration 

of Christ, where Jesus, Moses, and Elijah, all with glorified shining faces, 

talk about Jesus’s imminent “departure, which he was about to accomplish at 

Jerusalem.” 

 The season of Epiphany celebrates the revelation of the good news to 

humanity of Jesus, the light of the world. As John 1:5 says, “The light shines 

in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.” We have seen this 

celebrated through the star of Bethlehem at Jesus’s birth, through the dove 

descending at Jesus’s baptism, through Jesus’s revelation of his nature as 

Messiah to the stiff-necked people of Nazareth, and today, through Jesus’s 

glowing face in the transfiguration. In each case there is the breaking into our 

world of a miraculous truth, a wondrous gift, light from outside. 

 Lent, though, commemorates Jesus’s sojourn in the wilderness where 

he is tempted before the beginning of his ministry, a ministry which both 

ends at Calvary and is gloriously renewed through the empty tomb on Easter 

morning. Jesus’s time in the wilderness is symbolic of his time on earth as a 

human being, tempted as humans are tempted, by power, authority, comfort, 

and where rather than succumbing to the devil’s offers, he accepts his task to 

minister to a stiff-necked humanity, and finally to die for that humanity’s 

sake. 

 The Christian faith has two broad dimensions which echo the seasons 

of Epiphany and Lent. First, is the personal, spiritual aspect, the atoning, 

saving sacrifice of Christ for me, for my sins, which for each of us is a matter 

of baptism, belief, and communion, and which we do not, and can never, 

deserve. Second is the corporate missional aspect, the ethical commission to 

transform the world into the kingdom of God, a mission of peace, 

compassion, and justice, which flows from our faith as an embodiment of the 

command to love our neighbour, but which we cannot and never will be able 

fully to achieve. 
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 Elements of both seasons, Epiphany and Lent, and both aspects, the 

personal/spiritual and the corporate/missional are apparent in the readings for 

today, and are worth paying some attention to. 

 In the passage from Exodus read earlier, Moses veils his face to enable 

him to live among the Israelites without constantly evoking terror and 

wonder. But it is important to point out that he does not initially hide the 

radiance of God’s glory that shines in his face. When he speaks to Aaron and 

the leaders, and then when he delivers God’s commands to the people, his 

radiant face is open to them. Only once this task is complete does he put on 

the veil. Why does he need to? Because he has a mission to fulfill: to lead the 

people out of captivity to the land the Lord has promised them. We need to 

remember that these people are freed slaves who are wandering in a 

wilderness; they need to learn how to be a free people; they need to learn how 

to follow their God. Moses removes the veil when he speaks with God and 

when he delivers God’s commandments, but puts it back on during ordinary 

human life among people who can catch glimpses of God’s glory, but can’t 

manage a sustained, personal relationship with the divine. It terrifies them, 

confounds them. It is for the most part beyond them. Yet they are helpless 

and wayward without it. They need someone to come to their level to provide 

direction, and Moses does that. 

 But Moses does more. Our passage for today follows almost directly on 

the episode of the golden calf. Traditionally we understand this episode as the 

waywardness and wickedness of the stiff-necked Israelites, who deserve the 

wrath of God, and come very close to being utterly destroyed by God. But 

reading it again in the context of Transfiguration Sunday, I am struck with 

how they start to drift because they believe they have been abandoned by 

Moses, and they desperately want a God to be with them, to lead them out of 

darkness into light, a God who they can worship, who they can see. 

 I was struck a few weeks ago when Jan argued that Jesus’s disciples 

could well have been teenagers when he chose them. She asked us to imagine 

being a leader spending three years with a youth group at camp. Whew! Well, 

multiply that by multiple thousands, and many years, and place it in a barren 

wilderness and you get the situation Moses finds himself in. But Moses 
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doesn’t abandon his people, does he? In fact, he learns of the calf event from 

God, while he is talking with God, and he immediately intercedes to persuade 

God not to utterly destroy the people. After all, he argues, God did make a 

covenant, a promise, with Abraham and his descendants. Right? And God, 

grudgingly, relents. Then Moses goes down the mountain, smashes the 

tablets, and carries out a pretty dreadful reckoning on the people himself. He 

concludes by saying to them, “You have committed a great sin. But now I 

will go up to the Lord; perhaps I can make atonement for your sin” (Ex 

32:30).  

 Atonement. We know that word. We use it to understand what Jesus 

has done for us. We also use the word scapegoat to describe Jesus’s role in 

taking upon himself our sins, for our salvation. And the ritual of driving the 

goat loaded with the community’s sins—with the personal sins of each one of 

us—into the wilderness was a practice instituted by Moses at God’s direction 

in the wilderness of Sinai, as the people were slowly, painfully learning to 

become the people of God. And, not so incidentally, Moses’ atonement for 

the people required his own sacrifice. He did not enter the promised land with 

the people he had shepherded through the wilderness. 

 The mountaintop scene, Moses’ radiant face, and his atoning sacrifice 

for the people, all prefigure the Transfiguration story we heard earlier. But 

that reading had two parts, didn’t it, the mountaintop scene with Moses and 

Elijah, and the scene back down in the human world where Jesus heals a 

demon-possessed child. Some commentators feel the second part isn’t really 

about the revelation of Jesus as the Lord’s chosen, and so should be separated 

off. Others feel the second scene is central to who Christ is, and I agree. 

 Let’s look at the mountaintop scene first from Jesus’s perspective, and 

then from that of the three disciples who witness it. For Jesus, this must have 

been a wonderful moment, a divine confirmation of all he knew in his human 

heart to be true: God’s transcendent kingdom surrounds us, just beyond the 

veil of our human lives. And now, in this moment, the veil is dropped and 

Jesus sees clearly and face to face with the patriarchs of the law and the 

prophets. And, joy of joys, they tell him of his imminent departure, to take 

place at Jerusalem. He is going home! Hallelujah! 
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 And then, at this sublime moment, Jesus’s lead disciple Peter, perhaps 

20 years old and feeling pretty chuffed up that he’s been allowed to witness 

this scene, asks, though he’s sleepy, and out of his depth, and has no idea 

what he’s saying, if he and the other two disciples can make shelters for 

Moses, Elijah, and Jesus. After all, it is the Jewish festival of booths down at 

the base of the mountain. Immediately he and James and John are terror-

struck as a cloud envelopes them and God’s voice says, “This is my Son, my 

Chosen; listen to him!” The cloud dissipates and they are alone with a normal 

looking Jesus on the mountaintop. In awestruck silence they follow him back 

down into our world. 

 Where all is chaos. A father starts screaming at Jesus to heal his son 

who is possessed by a demon. He has begged the disciples but they couldn’t 

do it. Imagine being those lesser disciples, the younger ones Jesus didn’t take 

up the mountain with him. They, perhaps like Aaron when Moses left him in 

charge, would feel hopeless, inadequate, unprepared. They too need Jesus to 

be there, to do his stuff. 

 And Jesus, who has just been given joyous news about his departure, 

now is back in the all-too-human world which will make that departure the 

horror-show we know as Good Friday. He rounds on the distraught father, the 

helpless disciples, and the whole crowd, screaming, “You faithless and 

perverse generation, how much longer must I be with you and bear with 

you?” Then he regains his composure, and tells the father to bring his son 

forward. And the passage ends this way:  

9:42 While he was coming, the demon dashed him to the ground in 

convulsions. But Jesus rebuked the unclean spirit, healed the boy, and gave 

him back to his father. 

9:43a And all were astounded at the greatness of God. 

 All were astounded at the greatness of God. For a moment, as Jesus 

healed the child, his greatness was revealed, and the people saw it, felt it, 

knew it dwelt  among them, and were astounded, astonished, stupefied. For a 

moment there was clarity; they knew they witnessed a greater reality, one 

which Jesus offered them. 
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 Another reading for today, which we didn’t read, is from Paul’s second 

letter to the Corinthians, another stiff-necked people. He comments on how 

Christ pulls back Moses’ veil that the Jewish people have worn for ages, and 

allows us to see and become the image of God. 

3:18 And all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as 

though reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image 

from one degree of glory to another; for this comes from the Lord, the 

Spirit.  … 

4:2 We have renounced the shameful things that one hides; we refuse to 

practice cunning or to falsify God's word; but by the open statement of the 

truth we commend ourselves to the conscience of everyone in the sight of 

God. 

 While I love what Paul says, I know that certainly in my own case, but 

it seems to me to be part of our humanity if our present world is any guide, 

our open statements of truth in the sight of God are sporadic, glimpses we 

have of whose we are, the home we actually belong to. But all too often the 

veil drops again, and we stumble forward in a receding light. 

 Yet, as I said at the outset, we need to remember, in the midst of our 

angst, in the midst of our suspicion that we as a race are fatally flawed … we 

need to remember that we are loved, that God is with us. We need, in the 

words of Is. 55: 6-7, to “Seek the Lord while he may be found; call on him 

while he is near … [for] he will have mercy, … for he will freely pardon” (Is. 

55: 6-7). 

 I’ll close with Aaron’s Priestly Blessing, from Numbers 6:24-26 (and 

feel  free to join with me if you wish and say these familiar words to your 

fellows in the congregation): “May the LORD bless you and keep you; the 

LORD make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you; the LORD 

lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace.” 

 Amen. 


