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There is a saying that it is not what you don’t know that gets you into problems. What does get you into problems are all the things that you know for sure that turn out not to be true. 
Sort of like a child who is getting to be a little older and who has been putting 2 and 2 together for a while about the whole Santa Claus question. That which the child once absolutely knew to be true concerning a jolly, horizontally challenged fellow in a red suit who comes bearing gifts if you have been good is unexpectedly open to question in their mind; uncertainty grows as the truth the child once knew with certainty about “Santa” is found to in fact be untrue. There may follow some anxiety and maybe even differences of opinion with peers or sibs regarding the Santa issue. Ultimately truth, or at least something closer to it ascends to dwell in the place of error.
So here’s a real-life “something-I-know-for-certain-that-ain’t-so” scenario for us grownups…. 

That the universe is enormous is indeed a fact. There are Hubble telescope photos showing tens of thousands of points of light gazillions of light years out in space. Each of those lights is not a star, but an entire spiral galaxy much like our own Milky Way, which in itself is so vast that it takes light 100 thousand years to travel from one side of it to the other. Each of those tens of thousands of huge galaxies contains billions of stars. That’s a whole lot of stuff.

However, few of us realize that this entire, enormous universe which we are able to see is in reality just a very small bit of what actually exists. Current astrophysics, (the science of accurately measuring and describing all the bits and pieces of the universe) tells us that there is much, much more substance and energy than we ever realized. There is a whole lot of other stuff out there called dark matter and dark energy. They are called dark not because they are sinister or shady, but simply because they do not directly interact with the everyday matter and energy of the universe as we know it. Wikipedia can help you wrap your head around the intriguing details, but the bottom line is that the universe in truth turns out to be something radically different from what we have always known it to be. In fact, when all of the dark matter, dark energy, regular matter and regular energy are all added up, the regular matter and energy that comprise our familiar universe that we can see and touch turns out to be just a little less than 5% of the total. 
We have been running on 5% of the total of God’s creation for all of recorded history, while all the while knowing for sure that the mere 5% we can see and touch was all there was. 
Eight hundred years ago Thomas Aquinas wrote the lyrics of today’s Gospel hymn:

Humbly I adore thee, verity (truth) unseen

Who thy glory hideth beneath these shadows mean.

Aquinas and modern physics concur that there is much more to the universe than meets the eye. Beneath the shadows of this reality, there exists a good deal more of God’s creation than we imagined. 
When Aquinas refers to shadows mean, he uses the word mean in the sense of rough or crude. In every sense of the word, though, the shadows have grown meaner here in America in recent months. Suddenly Liberty’s torch, a beacon welcoming the world to the arms of America for 134 years, has dimmed. However well or poorly past Presidents have done the job they were elected to, however much each of us might have agreed or disagreed with their politics, most thinking citizens just months ago probably believed that it would be impossible for somebody like Donald Trump to occupy the oval office, to sit in the chair of Washington, Jefferson, Lincoln, the Roosevelts, or Kennedy. Something else we thought was true turned out not to be.
But here is a truly encouraging thought: Donald Trump could never have become President of the United States except that God permitted it to be so. It’s not like God didn’t see that one coming. At present God’s purposes are pretty hard to understand in the case of Trump, but God is still sovereign in these mean times. God seems at times to have an agenda that is not all that clear to the rest of us, some greater verity unseen veiled behind what is apparent to us.
Now, today’s readings from the Old Testament and the Gospel of Matthew might seem very far removed indeed from the mean shadows of our present times. In the former story we have Moses up on a mountain face to face with God; in the latter Peter, James and John are up on a mountain with Jesus face to face with God. 
So… these old-time stories about people in face to face mashups with God relate to today’s mean shadows, things like “alternative facts” and parents being arrested for deportation right before their kid’s eyes and Vladimir Putin as our new brand new best friend… these old Bible stories relate to our times how, exactly? 

In fact, these stories of the face to face meetings of people with God speak very directly to this present darkness in at least a couple of important ways. First, because these readings point to the fact that God and his messengers have a long track record of turning up one on one with people, especially in times when the shadows are particularly mean. Secondly, because they point to the reality that God’s plans may not have much to do with our agenda. God always accomplishes far more than we may ask or imagine, but God always does so in the ways which please him.
Abraham Lincoln said “All that evil really needs is for good people to do nothing.” So in these times of deepening shadows we good people must strive to do our best to live out our conscience and do what is right and to stand up for the good and for social justice. May we do our best, and may God bless our efforts! But as Christians we need to do our good works watchfully, prayerfully, like the wise virgins in Jesus’ parable, doing all that is good and responsible and prudent, but doing it all it in preparation for the real main event, the appearance of the bridegroom, Jesus. And if today’s readings have it right, he does indeed appear!
 Moses, Peter, James, and John in today’s readings wound up face to face with God. They came to be there because in the midst of doing their best to deal with the mean shadows of their own times they were also paying attention to what God was doing. Despite their own preconceptions about how God was supposed to do things the way they believed he would, they heard and responded to God’s peculiar call when it came, in the midst of doing their best to accomplish what their times required of them.
So what were their times like, what kind of world was it for the people who lived these Old Testament and Gospel stories? Anything like what we may be facing today? Do their ancient realties hold up a mirror to the face of our own time?
First, Moses. For him times started out good, for a while. He was good-looking, rich, and was a member of the ruling class in the wealthiest and most powerful country in the world. And the fact that the prosperity of his nation was borne upon the backs of an immense underclass of slaves who had only a bare subsistence living and no rights whatsoever troubled him not at all. He knew that was just the way the world worked. 

Then Moses found out that he was actually a child of the slaves, and that his roots lay with them. So he decided to go and check out what life as a slave was like. First thing, Moses came upon an overseer, one of the ruling class, beating a slave. Moses understandably reacted to the injustice of this, and stuck a blow for social justice as he best understood it. Unfortunately, his blow also struck the overseer dead. So Moses hid the body and went on as though nothing had happened. He next encountered two slaves fighting with one another and again he tries to intervene on the side of right, pointing out to the men who are fighting that they are brothers and ought not to be acting so. One of them asked Moses who he thought he was, acting like the boss of them, and made it known that he knew Moses killed the overseer. 

Moses realized his dirty secret is out and that he was in real trouble. He fled into a far land, having gotten nothing for his best efforts toward social justice other than his mug shot on an Egyptian wanted poster. Eventually he married a nice girl and went to work for her dad herding his flocks. Not much of a career upgrade for a former prince of Egypt, but one day while Moses was in the wilderness tending the herds he saw a bush that burned with a flame of fire was is not burned up. 
Then Moses does the critical thing, the thing that changes everything. He says “I will turn aside and see this wondrous sight;” in so doing he meets God face to face. He turns aside to answer God’s invitation, turns aside from the way he has always known in favor of putting himself into God’s hands. It is the critical, necessary first step; in so doing Moses is called to surrender his personal agenda for bringing about social justice; in consequence God is able to use Moses as his instrument of justice on a scale and in a manner that Moses by his own lights could never have imagined. An entire people are set free and a nation is founded.
As for Peter James and John, there were mean shadows aplenty in their days as well. At the time of their experience on the mountain of transfiguration the Roman Empire was sovereign over something like 50 million people, the three of them included. But all was not well, from the top down. The great Emperor Augustus had been dead more than 15 years, and his successor Tiberius spent most of his time away from Rome at his estate on the island of Capri, indulging himself in debauchery and cruelty that was noteworthy even by Roman standards. He had proxies in Rome who saw his will carried out. Tiberius occasionally would have them replaced, and some were executed. Since patrician families in Rome were very aware that the absentee Emperor could not last forever, many were engaged in their own version of game of thrones, complete with bloodletting. Tiberius ordered one particular young man who he fancied as his successor out of Rome and back to Capri for the young man’s safety. That fellow did in fact succeed Tiberius within about 3 or so years after the transfiguration in our Gospel reading. The Empire was descending from bad times into worse; that successor to the throne was Caligula.
The situation in the Province of Palestine at this time was worse still. The Jews had chafed under the deeply resented rule of the Romans for about two dozen years. A widely held belief among the Hebrews was that the promised Messiah would to come and rise up as a political and military hero whose brand of social justice would be to forever banish the pagan Romans and reestablish the Kingdom of Israel as it had been in the brief days of its glory under David and Solomon. As Peter, James, and John were Jewish they would certainly have been very aware of this deeply held belief.
Overshadowed by this truly mean reality, eight days prior to the transfiguration Jesus asks his disciples “Who do people say I am?” and they respond “One of the prophets or Elijah come back.” He then asks them, “But who do you say I am?” Peter responds “You are the Messiah, the son of the living God.” Jesus validates that what Peter says is so.
The very next day Jesus tells his disciples for the first time that he must go to Jerusalem, be taken and killed by the authorities, and that he would rise from the dead. Again it is Peter who responds: “Lord, may it never be so!” Peter loved his friend and teacher and of course did not want him to come to harm, but there is more than that going on here. Peter had just the day before acknowledged Jesus as God’s Messiah, which made Jesus the guy who was supposed to rise up and drive out the Romans; if Jesus planned to go and get killed in Jerusalem, that would mean sayonara to the understood “fact” of the conquering Messiah who was supposed to found the new kingdom of Israel. 
Peter knew that this was what the Messiah was supposed to do, had to do. But suddenly it wasn’t what Jesus the Messiah was going to do. What Peter knew for sure was supposed to happen turned out not to be true at all. This is the moment that marks the point of divergence between Peter’s agenda and God’s, something that Peter cannot begin to wrap his head around. Peter had no idea of God’s plan.
Jesus’ reply to Peter sounds abrupt, even jarring: Jesus says ”Get behind me, Satan. You are a stumbling block to me.” This makes better sense when we understand Peter was advocating that Jesus could come into his glory as a political messiah without it being necessary for him to die. Peter understood that Jesus was literally God’s son, but he had not a clue what the reality of this fact implied. What Peter advocated was different in intent but identical in fact with what Satan had said to Jesus during the temptation in the wilderness. Satan had placed Jesus on the pinnacle of the temple and told him “If you are really God’s son, jump off. He will not let you come to harm it you are really his son.” That Jesus ultimately had to die, this, incomprehensibly, was God’s intent for the Messiah for purposes that Peter could not even begin to fathom. 
So a week later Jesus took Peter James and John up the mountain. There they are immersed in the presence of God, hear God’s voice telling them “This is my beloved Son. Listen to him.” They received the remarkable, miraculous blessing of God’s face-to-face visitation, reassuring them that what Jesus said would happen to him was indeed what God intended. Perhaps the transfiguration was God’s compassionate spoon full of sugar as the disciples choked on swallowing a truly bitter pill. 
But there’s more to the story. Between God’s first face-to-face with Moses and the close of the Book of Revelation in about AD 95 (approximately 60 years after the transfiguration), some 1,500 years elapsed. During that long span of years times were frequently very difficult, the shadows often very mean, both on the level of the cultures at large and for many of the individuals whose stories are told. 
It is in just such times, on more than two dozen occasions God or God’s messengers appear face to face to his people: Moses (many times), Abraham (many times), Hagar (twice), Jacob, Joshua, Gideon, Daniel, Shadrach/Meshach/Abdnengo, Ezekiel, Isaiah, Elijah, Zechariah, Mary, Joseph, the transfiguration, Paul (at least twice), the women at the empty tomb, the disciples as they watched Jesus return to the Father, and John in exile on Patmos. There are others, too, that you may be able to think of. Jesus is also reported to have appeared to his disciples after his resurrection several times; according to the Book of Acts he appeared to several hundred people. 
It’s usual for us modern, scientific people to regard such old, miraculous narratives as just the stuff of Sunday morning readings and to leave them at church. They point us unsettlingly in the direction of the supernatural, mystical facets of Christianity, and we modern people really don’t have an intellectual cubby to conveniently and tidily stow such odd things. We just know such things are in fact fanciful, highly implausible. Cute stories to wow the Sunday school kids? In a way, maybe sort of like Santa Claus? 
Why is it, asks Lilly Tomlin, that when we talk to God we are said to be praying, but when God talks to us we are said to be schizophrenic? Why do we have such a problem with stories like the burning bush and the transfiguration? 
Maybe like dark matter and dark energy, the supernatural and mystical side of our Christian faith is usually so far beyond the pale of our immediate experience that whether it actually exists or not seems academic, because it has so little to do with modern life here in 2017. Neither by sense nor reason nor by any means we are used to can we meaningfully address such phenomena.
Here’s the rub, though. If we try to dismiss the many, many reports of God and God’s messengers actually appearing face to face to real people we run headlong into the inescapable problem that Christianity is founded upon the supernatural. How much, then, can we dismiss as supernaturally fanciful and still have a viable basis for our Christianity? Well, here’s a thumbnail of the essential teachings of our Christian faith:
· Once, in a place called Eden (wherever that may have been), God used to hang out with us on a daily basis, walk with us in the cool of the evening, and did all kinds of other great stuff up close and personal.

· Our ancestors messed up by misusing the free will that God had gifted them with, and in doing that they created a breach in the relationship between God and us.

· This bleak reality of our separation from God has come down to us in our spiritual DNA and will not just go away. 

· God greatly desired that our relationship with him be restored, because he loves us, each and every one, as though we were the only one. 

· God took birth as one of us through a young woman who had never been sexual with anyone.

· God grew up as Jesus, living as one of us, walking in our shoes, seeing things through our eyes, living life as we do.

· He spent three years among us teaching God’s ways, and making it clear that he, Jesus, is the way of restoration of our relationship with God. 

· The price of mending our breach from God was paid by Jesus; though he had done no wrong he endured the death of a criminal to pay God’s price of our restoration to full relationship with God, and this is restoration is freely available for anyone who calls upon Jesus and believes in him.
· Jesus rose from the dead, was seen on many occasions by many people, and then he returned to God.

Logically, rationally, is there anything anywhere in all of that that makes any sense? 
Not much. It is like trying to make that 95% of the universe about which we know next to nothing line up logically, neatly with the 5% we do know about. Of course logic and reason are useful and valuable tools in applications where they are relevant. But they are worse than useless in attempting to appraise the supernatural or put a meter on the mystical side of God, since rationality as we understand it and the supernatural authenticity of God do not align very well. The deeper we dig using what we think we know to be true logically, and the harder we work to mine the treasures of the spiritual nitty-gritty of Christianity by rational tools, the more evident it becomes that the mystical pillars of our faith are founded deep in a cloud of unknowing. It is a domain where what we know logically and rationally simply will not answer. 
The Apostle Paul tells us clearly that if Jesus was not really resurrected from the dead we Christians are most to be pitied of all people, because we have founded our entire hope upon falsehood. But, Paul hastens to add, the mystical, supernatural resurrection of Jesus is real, Jesus who died lives again, Jesus who died is now glorified, so all is well. All is very well.  Paul should know. He encountered the resurrected Jesus face to face on the road to Damascus. 
Just so, Peter in the Epistle reading today, in recounting his eyewitness description of the transfiguration vouches for his having encountered God face to face on the mountain that day. Peter testifies to it all very clearly: We didn’t make up some story to tell you. This is the real deal, I was there, I was immersed in God’s presence, I heard God speak. 
So as the mean shadows of this present darkness deepen, we will set about to do what we can in following our conscience, in living in a manner consistent with our understanding of what is right. But we must as God’s people, like Moses, like Peter, also be vigilant for what ever else God might have for us to do. A compassionate, ethical, moral course of action in standing against the mean shadows is a right and essential thing in our times, but from God’s perspective it may not be the only thing. 
God may invite us to turn aside from the good path we chart for ourselves in order to partake more fully of his best way for us. In case it is God’s pleasure to show us that his purpose diverges from what we know to be true, we do well to prayerfully pay attention. 
People tend to see whatever they expect to see. Unless we are keeping our eyes and our mind open in expectation of whatever sort of burning bush God may choose to send our way we may not recognize it. We do well not to get so wrapped up in working for social justice on our own terms that we overlook God’s burning bush in the underbrush along our own path. Like Moses, we need to be able to turn aside to see God’s wondrous sight, to respond to the greater things God invites us enter into.
Humbly I adore thee, verity unseen

Who thy glory hidest beneath these shadows mean.
Behind all of what I think I know, there lives God’s glory, a luminous reality that is not reducible to what I think.

