The Transfiguration — Matthew 17 1-9

Are you a mountain person? | am a mountain person. There is something about them, their size,
their brooding presence, a wildness something that is untamed. Something that attracts me;
but also, something that provokes awe and a little fear. | look at them and sense how smalll am
and how being on them is dangerous and beyond my control.

I’ve had more than one experience, in the snow or when the clouds descend and you cannot see
more than two feet in front of you and you have to carefully pick your way forward. These
occasions have only increased my sense of awe and wonder.

Mountains have been revered as places of encounter between human and the divine. Think of
Machu Picchu in Peru or Mount Olympus in Greece. Mountains feature in scripture. Abraham
took his son to sacrifice him on Mount Moriah. Elijah defeated the prophets of Baal on Mount
Carmel.

Mountains are places of transformation. CarlJung said, “The mountain... often has the meaning
of the self,” summoning the soul to its inner work.” There is something more to mountains than
just making it rain and the vegetation it encourages. They can speak to you if you seek their
counsel. William Blake observed that “Great things are done when Men and Mountain meet.
This is not done by Jostling in the Street.”

There are more mountains in scripture and this morning | want to focus on two and ponder the
imagery, the setting, the stories attached to each to see the echoes and fulfilment that is
apparent. They are Mount Tabor where, it is said, the transfiguration took place and Mount Sinai
where Moses received the ten commandments.

First Mount Sinai; it sits amid an arid and rocky landscape and is a wild and desolate place and
remote in its setting. A treeless wilderness. The rocks are dark red granite with sharp jagged
edges that if you fall will easily draw blood. A dark foreboding place. The ascent is difficult and
steep and rises to about 7500 feet. One of the paths to the summit is called the (3750) steps of
repentance.

This is where Moses received the law (Exodus 19). A thick cloud appeared; there was a loud
trumpet blast and there was lightning and God’s dazzling presence. The Israelites would not go
near the mountain and they were afraid. It was a sacred place, where God is fierce and
inaccessible. They were forbidden to even touch it. "You shall set bounds for the people all
around, saying, 'Take heed to yourselves that you do not go up to the mountain or touch its base.
Whoever touches the mountain shall surely be put to death."

As you recall the story, Only Moses himself was allowed a number of encounters with God on
the mountain and when he came down his face was shining because he had been speaking to
God. If you remember Moses placed a veil on his face but the people still saw it and would not
go near him. This radiance was a reflection of God’s glory as Moses had that special relationship
with him. But even Moses could not meet God face to face and was only allowed to see his back
as to see his dazzling light would mean certain death.

Mount Tabor, by contrast, offers a landscape of accessible and gentle beauty. It rises dome like
out of the Plains of Jezreel, it is bathed in light, covered with woodland trees and wildflowers.



Elisaeus, a seventh century Armenian pilgrim to the mountain wrote about it in these terms.
“Concerning the beauty of the mountain and the delightfulness of the spot, if you wish to lend a
willing ear | shall briefly describe the appearance of the charming place.

Around it are springing wells of water and many densely planted trees, which blossom from the
rain of the clouds and produce all kinds of sweet fruits and delightful scent; there are also vines
which give wine worthy for kings to drink... the path by which the lord ascended is winding

twisting this way and that; but whoever wishes to climb up to pray can easily make the ascent.”

A very different place but encountering the same God; but encountering God in a very different
way. The disciples are on the mountain and see the change happen to Jesus. They are face to
face and experience at first hand the dazzling light. This is not like Moses whose face reflected
God’s glory which after a while faded. This transfiguration of Jesus is a glimpse of his divinity —
the glory shining out from within him. This is his own glory setting him apart declaring that he is
God.

The disciples hear the voice “This is my son whom I love; with him | am well pleased. Listen to
him.”

But despite the different surroundings their initial reaction is the same, they fall to the ground
terrified but Jesus comes, touches them and says don’t be afraid; and he tells them of things to
come, about his suffering at the hands of others. Then they understand.

So, these images these words for the disciples are for us as well? How do you respond, what do
they stirin you? Personally, | would much prefer to stay with Mount Tabor but, | suspect, that
does not reflect our reality. We know Jesus journeyed on; suffering through the Mount of
Crucifixion and God has exalted him. So, should our journey be any different? We have received
the same spirit, the spirit of Jesus.

Through that same spirit God longs to transform/transfigure us here and now whatever our
situation, whatever our surroundings.

2 Corinthians 4 v 6 — “For God who said, “Let light shine out of darkness”, made his light shine in
our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ.”

or

2 Corinthians 3v 18 — “All of us then reflect the glory of the Lord with uncovered faces; and that
same glory coming from the Lord, who is the Spirit, transforms us into his likeness in an ever-
greater degree of glory™.

So, if we have uncovered faces it is our journey with God that will involve us changing. This is a
lifelong journey regardless of where and how we start. God through Jesus has made the first
move and our acceptance of his love and his gift means that he lives within us.

One of my heroines of the faith is Teresa of Avila a sixteenth century Spanish Carmelite nun. She
describes the soul as being like a crystal at our very centre and that this is where God dwells. At
times however, you cannot see or feel the effects of the crystal no matter how much you try. It
doesn’t matter how strongly God shines; it is as though it is covered in darkness like a shroud or
a cloth has covered it. We cannot enjoy the crystal and it cannot light the darkness as we have
closed our eyes and become absorbed by the things of this world.



Romans 12 v 2 “Do not conform yourselves to the standards of this world, but let God transform
you inwardly by a complete change of your mind”.

God cannot act alone to transform us; we have to let him; we have to make that choice and we
have to keep on making that choice every day.

So, is it just this that stops us; our unwillingness, or stubbornness? Henri Nouwen in his book;
The Inner voice of Love, subtitled — A journey through Anguish to Freedom. He talks about
looking for ways to meet Jesus and not only with your mind but with your whole self. Jesus
becoming flesh and dwelling among us and that need to have that intimate full relationship with
all the risks that entailed. Henri Nouwen goes on to say that perhaps when you look attentively
at your life you will see how it is filled with fears, fears of people, fears of authority, fears that you
are not good enough, not pure enough, not beautiful enough, not worthy to stand before Jesus.

Perhaps, something | am thinking hard about at the moment might help. Currently, lamona
course learning about spiritual Direction. Recently, we had a whole day which had the title “My
Journey” where we were tasked with sharing our spiritual journey in twenty minutes. So, there
we were a group of seven of us, relative strangers, sat round a low table taking it in turns to
speak. After each had spoken there was silence; no questions, no observations, no validation
just silence. It was a strange but very intimate time each of us speaking about the terrain of our
lives, the peaks and the valleys. There were joys and freedoms to be sure but there was also
pain and anguish with transformation coming about only having journeyed through grief and
loss and addiction, having the fagade of normalcy shattered. Lives had been changed for sure
and the gifts received and outcomes experienced, after having let go, and come to the end of
our own strength, were not those expected but were things like lament and desperation.

So, in terms of mountains we had each inhabited one or more likely both at some point,
pleasant pasture or harsh lifeless terrain

Back to Henri Nouwen. He concludes. Do not despair, thinking that you cannot change yourself
after so many years. Simply enter into the presence of Jesus as you are and ask him for a
fearless heart where he can be with you. You cannot make yourself different. Jesus came to give
you a new heart, a new spirit, a new mind and a new body. Let him transform you by his love and
so enable you to receive his affection in your whole being.

So, the only questions we have to answer for ourselves today are. Where am | on my journey?
And am | willing to allow God to transform me?

Amen



