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Seeing God for Real
By Jeff McDowell





2-11-24
Transfiguration, Horsheads first umc

Scriptures

2 Corinthians 4:3-6

Therefore, since it is by God’s mercy that we are engaged in this ministry, we do not lose heart. 2 We have renounced the shameful things that one hides; we refuse to practise 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. 3 And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who are perishing. 4 In their case the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God. 5 For we do not proclaim ourselves; we proclaim Jesus Christ as Lord and ourselves as your slaves for Jesus’ sake. 6 For it is the God who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness’, who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. 7 But we have this treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come from us.
Mark 9:2-9

2 Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and John, and led them up a high mountain apart, by themselves. And he was transfigured before them, 3 and his clothes became dazzling white, such as no one on earth could bleach them. 4 And there appeared to them Elijah with Moses, who were talking with Jesus. 5 Then Peter said to Jesus, ‘Rabbi, it is good for us to be here; let us make three dwellings, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.’ 6 He did not know what to say, for they were terrified. 7 Then a cloud overshadowed them, and from the cloud there came a voice, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!’ 8 Suddenly when they looked around, they saw no one with them any more, but only Jesus. 9 As they were coming down the mountain, he ordered them to tell no one about what they had seen, until after the Son of Man had risen from the dead.

Sermon Start:
The year I completed high school, my parents decided to move from central NY to Colorado, the first time either of them had been away from here. Dad was buying into a small business and they sought to begin a new life there. Since I was not sure yet about college, I moved with them. That first summer I remember the house in Loveland, CO and the flat land all around it. I remember seeing the high mountain peaks, snowcapped much of the time, and I remember the first time we drove up from the long flat plain, up the winding highway to the high peaks of Estes Park. The journey up was amazing, with warning signs along the way of how to climb the hillsides on foot if there were a flash flood in that canyon. I remember finally, after an overheating engine and a number of scenic overlooks, arriving at the highest part and seeing for miles and miles, the mountains and valleys of the Rockies. Not only did the altitude have less oxygen in it, but the sights took our breaths away!
Have you been to the mountain? Have you seen the Lord’s creation like this?

Not think: Have you ever been in the presence of the holy God?  Have you had your mountaintop experience?


I don’t mean simply come to church; I don’t mean only read your Bible; I don’t mean any of the things that we are accustomed to using in our religion for getting closer. . .

I mean have you ever heard the deep thunder of God’s voice, resonating on your eardrums?  Have you ever climbed the mountain and felt the intense heat of the burning bush; smelled the smoke of the incense around God’s altar?  Have you ever been knocked off your feet at the very sight of God, so holy, so pure, so brilliant, that all you could do was fall down on your face, wondering if you would live through the moment?

Not many people have experienced such dramatic encounters.  Yet God has a long track record of appearing to people in ways that forever change how they live their lives.

Pastor John told me that once he believed in Jesus Christ, he did something sinful, which he knew angered God. He said in a time of prayer, he felt the Anger of God (otherwise called the wrath), and heard God speaking to him as a Father does to a Son he is disappointed in. John’s testimony is that he would never want to anger God again!

A Holy God does not want to look upon sin, in fact CANNOT! A holy God tells us to “be ye holy even as your God is holy.” It can be said that not only did Christ come in the fullness of time, but that without Christ we would be lost forever to hell and damnation. Because the Holy cannot be in the presence of the unholy, and “all of us have sinned and fallen short of the Glory of God;” All we like sheep have gone astray and he has laid on Christ the iniquity (sin) of us all.” The Good news of Christ is just that: Good News of salvation and getting right with God again, they way we were made to be: walking with God in the cool of the morning (like in the Garden of Eden). 

Some early Christians got the message wrong about holiness. Gnosticism was an early church heresy; not in content alone (most doctrines were sound) but because of how those doctrines were handled.  Keeping the secret knowledge about Christ secret, was thought to be their task, and therefore they held the growth of the gospel back.  Jesus said, “You are the light of the world.  No one lights a lamp and puts it under a bushel, but on a stand, so all the room will be lit.”

The Essenes, a community of Christians that moved into the desert, and from whom we get the Dead Sea Scrolls, believed that to keep to ourselves separate, and remain separate from the world, is our calling.  They kept secrets about God, not telling others. They were not evangelists, couriers of Good news but rather hoarders of it. 

Paul wrote this: 7 But we have this treasure (the gospel message) in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come from us.

The Essenes took this to a whole new level and sealed their scrolls of the Old Testament in large Clay Jars… so no one else would get them or their messages, but they would be preserved for a long long time. 
And so it was that a shepherd boy, generations later in 1946, out of boredom threw rocks into a cave high up on a hillside and heard the cracking of clay pots. He had found some missing scrolls later called the Dead Sea Scrolls! There, Eleven Caves were discovered which had been the archives for the Essenes. There, archaeologists found the scroll of Isaiah, an older copy than we had at that time. In fact, the entire Old Testament was found in individual scrolls, all 39 books except for Esther. There they were preserved for all time but not shared with the ancient world for fear they would be destroyed by enemies of God.
HIDING GOD’S WORD. HIDING GOD’S MESSAGES: LOVE, CREATION DESIGN, GRACE, MERCY AND the POWER OF GOD.
[Sidenote: A Gothic resurgence of medieval life has glorified the power of darkness with the dressing in black and the exalting of the darker spiritual realities of life: “the goths.”]
But to MOST of the first century CHRISTIAN church, it was impossible to follow Christ aside from being involved in the fellowship and worship of a congregation.  Even in Rome during intense persecution, the Catacombs underground outside the city were used for meeting to hear about Christ.  

Let’s go in to the deep, dark passages, once used as secret halls to hide soldiers of war and surprise the enemy; follow our guide with his single flickering candle – following numerous passages, damp and narrow.  See the large room used for worship; see the niches carved in the walls to bury their dead; who they knew would go from this place of shadows into a place full of light.  Read the inscriptions near the tombs:
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“Alexander is not near; but lives above the stars.”
“Gordian, the courier from Gaul, strangled for the faith.  Rests in Peace.”
“Victoria, in peace and Christ.”
The Catacombs were the darkest and the brightest place in Rome, because of the light of Christ within them!

__

In the story of Jesus going up the mountain with Peter, James, and John, his face shone bright as the sun.  His garments were white as light.  Why hadn’t they seen Jesus like this before?  When he healed the 10 lepers?  When he raised Tabitha and Lazarus?  Jesus’ very being was light in their darkness.  

In the Jewish temple and tabernacle, there burned a lamp.  The light of sacrifice, that never burned out.  Its oil supply was replenished every day, by temple servants.

In the temple of the life of Jesus, there was also a lamp that never burned out.  The light of his love.  And all the searching world does in the darkness, all the blind groping, is only to be ended by finding that one true light.  
I don’t need to spend time convincing you that our world is filled with darkness. Senseless killing over land and based on “An Eye for an Eye and a Tooth for a Tooth” is not endorsed by God and never will be. Politics have gone to crazy degrees so much so that if you were outside looking in at our nation and many others, you would wonder if we have lost our minds. Care for the earth is too often an afterthought behind greed and profits, to the extent we risk losing our clean water and air and the climate is actually changing for the worse. Education is being dumbed down in many places so that the schools become the parents and then are afraid to even instill basic moral values we once held dear. Poverty is the universal reality across the globe to the point that going to school at all is impossible for many children and if they do, they must go barefoot and without proper tools to learn.
But we come to this temple this morning to see once again the light, which never burns out.  We come to this temple to squint into the dark and get a glimpse of Jesus Christ, who is the light of the world.

Will we be changed in this time of seeing?  Will the light make its way into our souls, with hope and peace?  Will we spread the light to all the waiting world? 
The idea of seeing God is, to most of us today, an impossibility. After all, the Bible tells us no one has ever seen God face to face. But there is more to seeing than “meets the eye.” St. Paul tells the church people are blinded to the reality of God due to following false gods. He also indicates that the face of Christ has shown us what God looks like, even though Paul personally never saw Jesus physically on this earth. One day Jesus took three disciples up the mountain with him and he was transfigured, so they finally saw who he really was and were changed from that day on! The outward glowing did not last, but Jesus’ impression did! Once you have “seen” Jesus, your life changes entirely. One old hymn asks, “Have you seen Jesus my Lord?” If you have not, you can. He is real and will reveal himself to you if you simply ask. 
And so today we have focused in darkness and light, on spreading God’s good message and the hoarding of the same, keeping it to ourselves. 

“You are the light of the world,” Jesus said. 

“You are the salt of the earth.”

On that mountaintop with Peter and James and John, Peter wanted to stay there basking in the glory of God’s presence shown powerfully and fully. But the vision did not last and the visit to the mountain did not last. Jesus told him he must go back down, down to normal, everyday life and live out the glory of God there. 
While in Estes Park, Colorado, I had the distinct thought that we should move there, that we could run a tourist shop and live and work on the mountaintop village. But we had to return home.

It is like that in our Christian life. We are ushered into the presence of a Holy and Awesome God and then return to our normal life changed. We are changed in order to bring change. We are saved to serve others in Christ’s name. We are blessed (as UWF said a couple weeks ago) so we can bless others. 

Have you seen Jesus My Lord?

