Text: Luke 9:28-36

Maybe it is attempting and largely failing to teach a confirmation class.  Maybe it is the ongoing struggles of area congregations shared at a pastors’ meeting.  Or the February doldrums – snow and cold stacking up just when one longs for green and spring.  Or in the opposite sense the imagery of the Olympic torch with a simple brilliance touring the towns of Canada.  Or watching a baby standing up firmly reaching for the once unreachable top of the desk.  The experiences and emotions of the week, every time I returned in my meditation to the text for today, I kept turning and returning to the first two verses or the framing of the transfiguration account.  “He went up the mountain to pray, and it happened while he prayed, the appearance of his face became different and his clothing became flashing white.”  I kept returning to prayer this week.

It may seem like a throw-away line.  It is just Luke supplying a pious reason for mountain climbing.  But then you look at when else Luke displays Jesus as praying.  The Baptism of Jesus begins or takes place during prayer.  Before Jesus chooses the 12 disciples, he prays.  He prays before Peter’s confession and then again here before the transfiguration.  Before Jesus really picks a fight with the Pharisees, pronouncing six woes, he prays and teaches the disciples the Lord’s prayer.  And then there is Gethsemane – three times Jesus prays or urges prayer.   Every major event in the life of Jesus, every twist and turning point, is described by Luke as the consequence of prayer.  It is not a throw-away line.
So what does the transfiguration have to teach us about prayer?

The first thing I want to look at is the other prayer as it were in the text.  It is something of a warning.  Peter…and the ones who were with him…were overcome with sleep.  This is not unusual before the cross.  While Jesus is in Gethsemane – with the same three – Peter, James and John  - He urges them to stay awake and pray with him.  But they consistently fall asleep.  The parables and warnings of the end times all use sleep and wakefulness as the metaphor for being prepared.  Whether the bridegroom returns fast, or slowly, the warning is to stay away.  Because if you don’t, you might miss the feast, you might miss the glory…And that is what almost happens here.  Peter, James and John are sleeping.  Jesus is transfigured, Moses and Elijah are talking with Him appearing in glory, and the disciples only get to see the end of it.  They wake up and see the glory and the two as they separated from him.  And Peter issues his prayer.  Jesus, master (note not the Lord again), it’s good that we are here, let us make three tents.  Luke tells us Peter didn’t know what he was saying.  He’d been sleeping.  He’d missed the words.  He’d almost missed the vision.  When he did see the vision, he didn’t understand it.  Master – let’s put up three equal tents and stay here – (waiting for the end times, as that is what those tents meant).  He’s praying for the wrong things and has at best an incomplete understanding of who Jesus is and what time it is.  We shouldn’t be too hard on Peter – nobody really knew who Jesus was until after the cross and resurrection. 
But, isn’t Peter’s experience a little like our prayer life most of the time.  We’ve been sleeping.  Not paying too much attention to the wonders and sorrows around us.  More concerned about filling our bellies, amusing away the time and getting a good night’s sleep.  But then something changes…really quick.  The veil of this existence is lifted for a time, and we are not prepared.  An illness, or seeing the baby fall but missing most of  the standing, or almost missing the opportunity of a Valentines day because we’d rather be miserable – and in desperation we say a quick prayer under our breath, trying to turn back the clock or keep things static.  God, let them be alright.  God, its good that we are here, let’s not change anything.   We’ve been sleeping – and don’t know what we are saying to God. 
So what good about prayer can today’s text tell us?
There are two things that I want to highlight.  First is that Moses and Elijah are in conversation with God.  They are talking about Jesus’ departure – the actual word is His exodus – that He is going to fulfill in Jerusalem.  That is where prayer starts.  What God has done for us.  The Law and the Prophets – Moses and Elijah – point to Christ.  The sorrows and wonders of life have been redeemed and made full by His sorrows and wonders.  Because of the love that Jesus revealed to us – through the law and the prophets – and through his life, death and resurrection, we are able to approach God as Our Father.  Because of that revelation we have a Word of what to ask God for and who we are talking to.  Conversation with God is possible only because of His exodus – his ascension to plead with the Father for us.
The second thing is what the voice in the cloud tells us.  Listen to him.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a WW2 era pastor and theologian killed by the Third Reich, comments that “we confuse wishes, hopes, sighs, laments, rejoicings – all of which the heart can do by itself – with prayer…prayer does not mean simply to pour out one’s heart.  It means rather to find the way to God and speak with him, whether the heart is full or empty.  No man can do that by himself.  For that he needs Jesus Christ.”  Whether full or empty to speak with God…Listen to him.
We fall asleep.  The bridegroom has been a long time coming.  But there is a parable of that long delayed bridegroom.  10 virgins all have torches…all fall asleep…only five bring extra oil…only 5 are prepared…only five get to see the glory.
Where does the oil come from in this life?  What allows us to sleep and still be awake?  What keeps us connected to the source?  Prayer.  Listening to God’s son – his chosen one.

We can do that in the Law and the prophets – Moses and Elijah.  They all testify to Jesus.  We can do that by pondering his exodus – everything that he has done for us.  We have 40 days starting this Wednesday set aside for that.  We can do that here – the church gathers for prayer.

You’ve heard me quote it before.  Luther’s summation of the Christian life is one of prayer, study and trial.  The wonders and the sorrows of this life – the trials – are given us as invitations back to prayer.

Invitations back to acknowledging God as our heavenly Father – the one who only wants good for us.  The trials are invitations back to ask for and see the kingdom.  God’s kingdom comes where and when it wills.  He doesn’t need our help constructing tents for His kingdom.  What we pray is that it comes to us also – that we don’t miss it –  that we are connected to it - that our sleep is not so deep that we failed to bring oil, that we failed to pray.

The story ends on a cryptic note – they kept silent in those days.  Before the resurrection nobody really got it.  But after the ascension – after the fulfillment of His exodus - you couldn’t keep them silent.  Before – Peter James and John spent a lot of time sleeping.  After – in acts – Luke portrays them in prayer.  We live in the after.  God has accomplished our exodus.  We have no reason to remain silent in these days.  No reason not to pray, no reason not to tell others what God is saying – I love you this much, enough to give up this bright flashing white glory and exchange it for that cross.  Amen.
