Transfiguration – and Hiroshima and Nagasaki – 9 August 2020

(Daniel 7:9-14; 2 Peter 1:16-19; Luke 9:28-36
https://www.progressiveinvolvement.com/progressive_involvement/2019/02/transfiguration-of-our-lord-luke-9-28-36.html
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2020/aug/06/es-devlin-and-machiko-weston-i-saw-the-world-end-review
The walking Madonna - Elizabeth Frink.
Luke 9:28-36 - The Transfiguration
Now about eight days after these sayings Jesus took with him Peter and John and James, and went up on the mountain to pray. And while he was praying, the appearance of his face changed, and his clothes became dazzling white. Suddenly they saw two men, Moses and Elijah, talking to him. They appeared in glory and were speaking of his departure, which he was about to accomplish at Jerusalem. Now Peter and his companions were weighed down with sleep; but since they had stayed awake, they saw his glory and the two men who stood with him. Just as they were leaving him, Peter said to Jesus, ‘Master, it is good for us to be here; let us make three dwellings, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah’—not knowing what he said. 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!’ When the voice had spoken, Jesus was found alone. And they kept silent and in those days told no one any of the things they had seen.

“Christ our only true light, before whose bright cloud your friends fell to the ground: we bow before your cross – that we may refuse to be prostrated before the false brightness of any other light, looking to your power alone for hope of resurrection from the dead.” (Janet Morley – All Desires Known)
Alongside the feast of the Transfiguration, this past week (and today) we remember the 75th anniversary of the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki by the American government – with the approval of their ally Great Britain… A US Bomber dropped a Uranium atomic bomb that killed 140 000 people  - 3 days later a second bomb was dropped killing a further 74,000 people. This was only the beginning of protracted further devastation: countless more people died from the aftereffects of radiation – cancer rates increased dramatically. It was a moment of violence that can never be repaired or resolved for the victims and the victimisers – 75 years later we can only wonder about an acknowlegment or an apology. Where do we begin to discuss accountabilty or restorative justice? 
A survivor of the devastation of Hiroshima wrote a song that says: “It is important that we tell the children what happened at Hiroshima and Nagasaki so that it never happens again.”
No more Nuclear war. No more hateful obliteration of people who are different and perceived as our enemies. How can it be that the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons has yet to be ratified? How can we continue to live in the shadow of the threat of that risk? This past week the deadly explosion in Beruit, Lebanon was a stark reminder of how dangerous human beings can be – even accidentally. 
Today’s gospel story about the Transfiguration is about glory and suffering. 

Progressive Involvement - an online Bible commentary  -  explains that Luke has based his version on Mark’s gospel. Luke speaks of "eight days."  This immediately identifies transfiguration with resurrection – because in the early church the "eighth day" was known as the Day of the New Creation.  
Jesus leads Peter, James and John "into the mountain.” Jesus then prays. … Jesus is often praying in Luke's gospel - Jesus is said to be praying twice in this short passage, and it was while he was praying that his appearance was changed.
While Mark’s gospel uses a verb that means "changed, metamorphosized"; Luke uses (heteron) an adjective that means "changed, different, other, altered."  Where Mark has "he was transfigured (metamorphothe) before them," Luke has "the appearance of his face (was) changed."  Luke may have made the change because he will accent "seeing" in his account.  Remember that Luke is said to have been an artist – he wants us to see what is happening. 
Another major Lukan emphasis will be to link the story with themes from Moses and the exodus.  When Moses and Elijah appear, they are said to be "speaking of his exodus, which he would make full in Jerusalem."    The word exodon means "departure," but it also links to the original exodus. Moses played a pivotal role in that original exodus so it’s most appropriate that he is here representing the Law - while Elijah represents the prophets (who speak out strongly against injustice and bad governance).
You may remember that Moses also changed appearances in the Exodus story. And the "tabernacles," are yet another exodus connection. For Luke, the mission of Jesus is a type of exodus.  Just as Moses led the people from slavery into freedom, Jesus will liberate his people. 
But first he has to wake them up! So often the disciples – like us – seem to be asleep during some critically important moments. But when they were "fully awake," they "saw his glory." 
They were just in time to see Moses and Elijah departing from Jesus. Peter wanted to preserve the moment by erecting three dwellings or "tabernacles," one for each of the men seen in "glory." 
Peter wants to build something he thinks is permanent.  He wants to preserve the glorious moment by creating religious shrines.  He seems to think that by visiting the shrines as a religious act, he might be able to glimpse again the divine glory. 
But clearly that is not the point or the purpose of the story:  The mission of Jesus is not about worshipping at shrines or even the practice of religion.  The mission of Jesus is about following him into life. And death and resurrection.  
Peter wants Jesus' "glory" to be the end of the story.  Peter wants a deliverance from bondage--he wants an "exodus"--but without the suffering and death which will be a necessary part of it.  But Jesus will soon say "it is necessary" for him to go to Jerusalem (to die).
Like the disciples we must enter the terryfying cloud of unknowing – that represents the presence of God.   
A voice "happened" out of the cloud, "This is my son, the one having been chosen."  The voice recalls the voice at Jesus' baptism.  Then, it had said, "This is my beloved son". 
This time, the voice identifies Jesus as "the one having been chosen."  We already knew that God loved Jesus.  Now, God tells us that Jesus is "chosen" for the specific mission of deliverance.
First Luke wants to help us to see, now his story emphasizes the sense of hearing.  "Hear him!" God says.  The disciples have seen "his glory", and now they must listen to what Jesus has said about the costs of discipleship. Glory comes with a cross. 
And we can’t put the divine in a box for later. We need to live it now. because everything is moving and changing:  even God. “The appearance of his face changed.”	
Sam and I go body boarding in the sea as often as possible – because I want him to learn this most important lesson: Change is the one sure thing in life. The sea is different every single time – it depends on the weather and the tides and the seasons. John Henry Newman said: “To live is to change, and to be perfect is to have changed often.” Henri Nouwen said: “You don’t think your way into a new kind of living. You live your way into a new kind of thinking.”

Perhaps Hiroshima day coinciding with the feast of the Transfiguration can nudge us towards seeing and hearing with new eyes and ears. When I was a child, my father worked for a senator in Washington, DC. In the 80s they traveled as part of a delegation to Hiroshima and Nagasaki to begin to confess and mourn the atrocity that the USA inflicted on Japan - they visited the peace monuments and met survivors. Then a reciprocal delegation of survivors and politicians came to Washington - and our family was invited to a Japanese restaurant to socialise with them. One man’s ears had been melted off in the blast. Hearing differently with new ears.... seeing differently with new eyes. This man’s face bore witness to the damage America had inflicted. Suffering humbles us. When will we finally see that violence is not power? Violence is fear and a feeble attempt at control. That man’s melted ears made me see my own country and government with new eyes. That kind of violence is arrogance - it is the cowardly act of an arrogant bully. How can some lives be viewed as less valuable? True and lasting power is only authentic where there is love and freedom.

Yasujiro Tanaka, who survived the raid on Nagasaki remembers this: 
“My surroundings turned blindingly white, like a million camera flashes going off at once. Then, pitch darkness,” Sueko Hada describes emerging from a shelter in Hiroshima to see a world utterly changed and morning become twilight.

Infectious disease expert Dr Paul Farmer says the only real nation is humanity - and the idea that some lives matter less is the root of all that’s wrong with the world.” Isn’t it time to live ourselves into new ways of thinking? 


Perhaps that is what we are doing – globally and as a community as we move through Covid season – we are living our way into a new kind of thinking and being in the world. The word crisis means - a dangerous opportunity. 
And Emergency comes from – the word emerge - to come out of a crisis.

How will we emerge from the cloud of unknowing?  Tranfiguration and disfiguration are closely linked. We can choose to see each other and ourselves differently – to look with new eyes and hear with new ears. My friend Brigid recently called my attention to the fact that Jesus was not in fact a qualified (or card carrying union member) carpenter - he was a TEKNON - which means labourer or worker - he was more like a bottom of the heap bricklayer. He was a manual labourer. He understood the value of working the earth into something new with his hands. No wonder his mates were fishermen who dreamed of grasping God and of radical revolution. Jesus shows us all a new way to live. 

I close with an excerpt from Jeff Brown’s book Grounded Spirituality: 
I am tired of hearing what God is from head-tripping men. 
I am tired of hearing what God is from isolationists on a spiritual quest. 
I am tired of hearing what God is from lovers of detachment. 
I want to hear about a juicy God, a creative God, a relational God, a God that arises when we jump into life and stop playing it safe, watching it race past like a passing train. 
It’s time for the dancers to tell us what God is. 
It’s time for the artists to tell us what God is. 
It’s time for the lovers to tell us what God is. 
We are not here to watch God from afar. 
We are here to live God from the inside out.

May all we are and all we do and all we love, together with all creation, be transfigured by love itself. Amen
