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The Facelift of Faith
Exodus 34:29-35; II Corinthians 3:12-4:2

We find an interesting juxtaposition of texts this morning.  As we heard
earlier, after Moses was on Mt. Sinai for forty days and forty nights, talking
with God and receiving the Ten Commandments, he came down the mountain
with the sacred tablets.  Something was different about Moses: his face was
shining.  It glowed.  He had what we might call a “saintly sunburn.”  He had
been in the presence of God and it was obvious.  You might recall that this
story recounts the second time Moses descended the mountain with the
tablets.  The first time he returned to the camp, he found the Israelites
frolicking and fawning over the statue of a golden calf.  His face glowed then,
too, but not with beatific delight.  His face burned with violent rage at the
unfaithfulness of the people and the inept leadership of his brother Aaron.  He
broke the tablets and burned the idol.  He rebuked and punished the people
and called them to repentance.  He begged God for mercy and returned to the
mountain to commune with God and bring home another set of tablets.

The second time Moses returned to the camp his face did glow with a
holy radiance.  He had been allowed to see God–not God’s face, mind you,
but the presence of God as he passed by Moses.  So wonderful had been the
moment that he radiated his joy.  There was a problem, however.  The people
were frightened.  It was believed at that time if you saw God face to face you
would die and they feared the light from Moses’ face for the same reason. 
Moses’ shining face frightened people and, to protect them, Moses hid his
face behind a veil.

When I began to contemplate this passage last week, I could not help
but think of the song made popular by Debby Boone way back when I was in
college titled, “You Light Up My Life.”  While it was largely considered a
romantic song, many people felt that it had religious overtones that hinted at
the prayer of someone trying to find meaning in life:

So many nights I sit by my window 
Waiting for someone to sing me his song 
So many dreams I kept deep inside me 
Alone in the dark but now you've come along 



You light up my life 
You give me hope 
To carry on 
You light up my days 
and fill my nights with song1

Intentionally religious or not, the lyrics are not unlike the thoughts of
someone who has yearned for God and experienced the kind of encounter
with God that Moses must have had on the mountain.  Radiance is one way
to describe the change in countenance that comes over someone who has
met God.

I think the Apostle Paul had something like this in mind when he wrote
to the Christians in Corinth .  Long centuries after Moses had descended the
mountain, Paul reflected on the radiance of his face and the veil which
covered it.  He agreed with the biblical account that the glow from Moses’ face
was a result of his encounter with God.  He understood that the radiance of
Moses’ face was a reflection of the Divine Presence within him, but he was
mortified that Moses’ covered up that light.  He likened the veil over Moses’
face to hiding the reality of God from the people.  He spoke of the veil being
removed by Jesus Christ so that we see God face to face without fear.  He
insisted that when we come to faith in Christ, the veil is removed and the glory
of God is revealed in us.  Although his explanation is not as eloquent, Paul
echoed Jesus’ reminder that “No one after lighting a lamp puts it under the
bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house.  In
the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your
good works and give glory to your Father in heaven” (Matthew 5:15-16).

In other words, as Christians we are given the gift of seeing God face
to face in Jesus Christ.  We are filled with the light of Christ and ought to let
that light shine in whatever we say and do.  Our words, our actions, and even
our faces ought to glow with a radiance that belies our faith in Christ.

You already know that the reason I thought of Debby Boone’s song is
that, like you, I have heard it over and over the past few months in ads that
offer a “revolutionary” facelift which promises to return me to a younger look
with minimal surgery and cost.  It is not lost on me that many of us who
enjoyed this song over three decades ago now have a few wrinkles here and
a sag or two there.  It is a creative hook to suggest to us that an innocent little
facelift just might light up our life a bit.

1Joe Brooks, “You Light Up My Life,” 1977.
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I am not certain whether this miracle surgery will itself brighten
someone’s life, but sometimes when we enhance the way we look by losing
weight, changing our hair style, getting a new outfit, or getting rid of a few
wrinkles, we do feel better about ourselves and people notice.  But we also
know that a few tucks here and a stretch there will not bring us happiness. 
True happiness and delight in life come from within and are a gift from God.

That is why I think Moses was on to something during his sojourn on the
mountain with God.  That experience changed Moses.  His face radiated the
joy of his relationship with God.  I have no doubt that his face shone with a
fresh brightness and I suspect he did look and act a little younger–at least in
spirit.

That is Paul’s take on what happened on Sinai.  He was certain that
Moses was changed in a way that was obvious to all who saw him.  Paul’s
only disagreement with the story was that Moses covered up the radiance of
his experience with God.  He put his light under a bushel, so to speak, and
denied the Israelite people the privilege of seeing the glory of God firsthand
in someone they knew.

Faith ought to change us.  Repentance and commitment to Christ are,
after all, acts of transformation.  Throughout Christian history, the butterfly has
been a symbol of the new life we enjoy in Christ.  Like the caterpillar who
enters the tomblike cocoon, we die to our old self and emerge a beautiful new
creature who has been resurrected with Christ.  No one would want to hide
a beautiful butterfly.  Why would we want to hide the new life we experience
in Christ?

The light ought to shine.  Our faces ought to glow.  Worship is a good
place to begin.  In this sanctuary, surrounded by people who share our
experience, we ought to feel comfortable and confident in celebrating our
faith.  When we participate in the call to worship, our voices should be strong
and energetic, full of the conviction of our praise to God.  Our songs should
arise from the fullness of our hearts as we unite text and melody to sing to
God the experiences of our faith.  In our confessions, we ought to hear the
burden of our sin and the hope of our trust in God.  Our offerings should be
delivered with the profound gratitude of a thankful heart.  Our response to the
sermon ought to be an attempt to find ourselves in the proclamation of the
Gospel.  The affirmation of our faith should be robust and convincing as week
by week we declare the ways in which God’s grace has reshaped our lives. 
Our worship ought to be radiant with the Spirit of Christ which has laid hold
upon us and truly lights up our lives.
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Our ministry should also emit a sense of purpose and thankfulness as
we seek to help others as we have been helped in Christ.  In no way should
the good work we do in Christ’s name have the sense of a burden about it;
instead, service to others should ring with a sense of privilege at being
allowed to do something beneficial for someone else in the name of Christ. 
Think of the effect it would have if you served a meal at the Homeless Shelter
and complained the entire time about the inconvenience such a task is to you. 
On the other hand, visit the shelter on the fourth Thursday evening of the
month and witness the joy and enthusiasm with which the Discussion Class
serves a delicious and nutritious meal to folks who are scrambling to pull life
back together.

Imagine what it would be like if our choir considered their weekly task
of leading us in worship an unpleasant chore.  Notes would fall flat, descants
would take a nose dive, and our spirits would not be lifted to the heavenly
heights.  But notice the joy inherent in each singer’s voice.  Listen to the
conviction of the words.  Hear not only the perfect blending of voice and
organ, but the symbiosis of heart and music which does lift our spirits to
heaven and gives voice to what we feel in ways we could never do alone.

Let the Samaritan be your model who stopped to help the wounded
man, bound his wounds, took him to an inn, paid for his care, and joyfully
promised to return and complete his obligation if necessary.  

In our relationships, in the way we do our work, in the manner we treat
our friends, in the ways we deal with strangers, in the understanding we have
of ourselves, the light of Christ ought to illumine who we are and what we are
about.

Recently I read a meditation written by the mother of a young boy.  She
wrote of their experience of communion at their Methodist Church:

Doug, my four-year-old son, accompanied me to the
communion rail.  At the rail, we knelt together and opened our
hands, preparing to be served.  The pastor broke a piece from the
loaf and placed it in Doug’s hands.  When he broke the bread for
me, crumbs from the loaf fell to the floor.  “You spilled it, Jesus,”
Doug whispered to the pastor.

“I know,” he replied.  And he picked it up and continued to
serve the rest of us, as Christ had served the disciples.
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Later, I asked the pastor, “Have you been called Jesus
before?”  “Yes,” he replied, “several times, by little ones.”2

Reflecting on the experience, this mother wrote, “Being mistaken for
Christ seems unlikely.  Yet shouldn’t we want to live as Jesus did, so that
others see him in the way we treat one another?  Our call is to be like him, as
much as we are able.”3

Moses came as close to God as was possible in his day and time. 
Today, as Paul insisted, we can see God face to face and experience God
heart to heart in Jesus Christ.  That kind of experience has to be life
changing.  It ought to be life changing.  And the change within us ought to
show to the world with a radiance that belies the hope and life that is ours. 
May it be so with us.  Amen.

2Mary Beth Oostenbrug, “Mistaken for Jesus,“ The Upper Room Daily Devotional, Copyright ©2013
by The Upper Room, February 7, 2013.

3Oostenbrug.
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February 10, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Truly there is none other in life who fulfills all our needs, answers our
wants, and completes our hearts desires as do you, O God.  You are hope
when despair threatens, you are health when illness comes our way.  You are
comfort when sorrow visits and peace when trouble brings dismay.  You are
light in darkness, strength in weakness, courage in fear, and salvation in
condemnation.  You are all in all for us, O God, and we are thankful.

We ask that you sit with us in these moments and bring whatever gift it
is that we need.  We have spoken the names of friends who are ill or
wounded with grief.  We have whispered the names of loved ones who
struggle or who have lost their way.  And there are other names, among them
our own, which we cannot even utter in prayer.  Sit with us, O Lord, and
encircle us with the graces that only you can offer.

Wrap your arms around our world as well, we pray.  Although other
hearts may not yet know you or other voices call you by names unfamiliar to
us, sit with them as well and bring healing and hope to their lands.  Our world
is weary with war and disaster, with disease and neglect, with greed and
want.  Sit with us all, O God, and wrap your grace around us as a healing
balm.

We would have no other god beside you, O Lord, for by the power of
your love you have claimed us as your own.  Thank you, Lord, for caring for
us one by one, none forgotten, none forsaken, none but you, O Lord Jesus
Christ.  Amen.


