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SUMMARY
If you want to behold the glories of the summit, you must be willing to undertake the climb.

AT A GLANCE
Three points and a poem: Here is a different take on Matthew that begins with a poem, then walks us through prayer, Bible reading and worship on the path to spiritual growth.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s Old Testament text, see “Nothing Happens,” February 14, 1999. 

Seminaries long ago used to teach that the ideal sermon should have three points and end with a poem. Who knows if they ever really taught that, but it’s been something of a joke among preachers ever since: a byword for a pedestrian and uninspired sermon. “Three points and a poem.” Ho-hum.
Maybe we ought to shake things up and begin the sermon with a poem, not end with one.
This poem by Robert Frost is a little long, but it’s a dialogue between two people, and enlisting someone with dramatic talent to read one side of the conversation could make for an interesting introduction to the sermon. It tells the story of a chance encounter with an old-time New England farmer. Because it was published in 1915, it’s now in the public domain.1

The Mountain, by Robert Frost
The mountain held the town as in a shadow
I saw so much before I slept there once:
I noticed that I missed stars in the west,
Where its black body cut into the sky.
Near me it seemed: I felt it like a wall
Behind which I was sheltered from a wind.
And yet between the town and it I found,
When I walked forth at dawn to see new things, 
Were fields, a river, and beyond, more fields.
The river at the time was fallen away,
And made a widespread brawl on cobble-stones; 
But the signs showed what it had done in spring;
Good grass-land gullied out, and in the grass
Ridges of sand, and driftwood stripped of bark.
I crossed the river and swung round the mountain.
And there I met a man who moved so slow
With white-faced oxen in a heavy cart,
It seemed no hand to stop him altogether.
“What town is this?” I asked.
“This? Lunenburg.”
Then I was wrong: the town of my sojourn,
Beyond the bridge, was not that of the mountain,
But only felt at night its shadowy presence.
“Where is your village? Very far from here?”
“There is no village — only scattered farms.
We were but sixty voters last election.
We can’t in nature grow to many more:
That thing takes all the room!” He moved his goad.
The mountain stood there to be pointed at.
Pasture ran up the side a little way,
And then there was a wall of trees with trunks:
After that only tops of trees, and cliffs
Imperfectly concealed among the leaves.
A dry ravine emerged from under boughs
Into the pasture.
“That looks like a path.
Is that the way to reach the top from here? — 
Not for this morning, but some other time:
I must be getting back to breakfast now.”
“I don’t advise your trying from this side.
There is no proper path, but those that have
Been up, I understand, have climbed from Ladd’s.
That’s five miles back. You can’t mistake the place:
They logged it there last winter some way up.
I’d take you, but I’m bound the other way.”
“You’ve never climbed it?”
“I’ve been on the sides
Deer-hunting and trout-fishing. There’s a brook
That starts up on it somewhere — I’ve heard say
Right on the top, tip-top — a curious thing.
But what would interest you about the brook,
It’s always cold in summer, warm in winter.
One of the great sights going is to see
It steam in winter like an ox’s breath,
Until the bushes all along its banks
Are inch-deep with the frosty spines and bristles — 
You know the kind. Then let the sun shine on it!”
“There ought to be a view around the world
From such a mountain — if it isn’t wooded
Clear to the top.” I saw through leafy screens
Great granite terraces in sun and shadow,
Shelves one could rest a knee on getting up — 
With depths behind him sheer a hundred feet;
Or turn and sit on and look out and down,
With little ferns in crevices at his elbow.
“As to that I can’t say. But there’s the spring,
Right on the summit, almost like a fountain.
That ought to be worth seeing.”
“If it’s there.
You never saw it?”
“I guess there’s no doubt
About its being there. I never saw it.
It may not be right on the very top:
It wouldn’t have to be a long way down
To have some head of water from above,
And a good distance down might not be noticed
By anyone who’d come a long way up.
One time I asked a fellow climbing it 
To look and tell me later how it was.”
“What did he say?”
“He said there was a lake
Somewhere in Ireland on a mountain top.”
“But a lake’s different. What about the spring?”
“He never got up high enough to see.
That’s why I don’t advise your trying this side.
He tried this side. I’ve always meant to go
And look myself, but you know how it is:
It doesn’t seem so much to climb a mountain
You’ve worked around the foot of all your life.
What would I do? Go in my overalls,
With a big stick, the same as when the cows
Haven’t come down to the bars at milking time?
Or with a shotgun for a stray black bear?
’Twouldn’t seem real to climb for climbing it.”
“I shouldn’t climb it if I didn’t want to — 
Not for the sake of climbing. What’s its name?”
“We call it Hor: I don’t know if that’s right.”	
“Can one walk around it? Would it be too far?”
“You can drive round and keep in Lunenburg,
But it’s as much as ever you can do,
The boundary lines keep in so close to it.
Hor is the township, and the township’s Hor — 
And a few houses sprinkled round the foot,
Like boulders broken off the upper cliff,
Rolled out a little farther than the rest.”
“Warm in December, cold in June, you say?”
“I don’t suppose the water’s changed at all.
You and I know enough to know it’s warm
Compared with cold, and cold compared with warm.
But all the fun’s in how you say a thing.”
“You’ve lived here all your life?”
“Ever since Hor
Was no bigger than a — ” What, I did not hear.
He drew the oxen toward him with light touches
Of his slim goad on nose and offside flank,
Gave them their marching orders and was moving.

The Trail Not Taken
The heart of this poem is an ordinary conversation between two people that somehow manages to traffic in the profound: “It doesn’t seem so much to climb a mountain you’ve worked around the foot of all your life.”
Isn’t there something sad about this farmer who has spent his entire life staring up at the mountain’s looming form, but never once ventured to the summit? All he knows about it — and about the mysterious, storied spring near the top — he learned secondhand. There it was, all along. He could have set out upon the upward trail, but somehow never did.
How is it for us when it comes to that most essential and enduring feature of our lives, our knowledge of God? Does all that we know of God depend on the hearsay of others, or does it find its grounding in something we’ve experienced firsthand? If someone were to stop any one of us and ask what it’s like to have a “mountaintop experience,” would we be able to share anything meaningful?

The Trail the Disciples Did Take
That’s a question Jesus’ disciples Peter, James and John might have had a hard time answering — until that day they followed their Master up the side of the mountain, huffing and puffing all the way to the summit.
At the top, they saw something wholly unexpected — not a bubbling spring, whose water seemed to run cool in summer and hot in winter, but Jesus “transfigured” before them. When the fleeting experience was over, they knew their lives would never be the same.
No one can say, for sure, what that experience was. The best guess is that it was some kind of vision: “And he was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his clothes became dazzling white. Suddenly there appeared to them Moses and Elijah, talking with him” (Matthew 17:2-3).
Moses and Elijah, the two greatest prophets of Israel! As if the transformation of their Master’s appearance — his clothing and himself shining bright as the sun — hadn’t been enough, Jesus gets a double celebrity endorsement besides!
Even so, it takes a while for Peter and the others to get the point: “Lord, it is good for us to be here; if you wish, I will make three dwellings here, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah” (Matthew 17:4). There is Peter, like so many of us: overworking, over-functioning, barely taking a second to stop, catch his breath and behold the wonder unfolding before his very eyes!
Some moments are simply meant to be savored for what they are, not preserved for posterity. Have you ever been at a tourist spot where people are taking pictures and videos with their smartphones? They’re so desperate to preserve what they’re seeing that they barely even see it, not firsthand, anyway. Standing on the rim of the Grand Canyon, but only seeing it through that tiny screen … what a waste! Come on, Peter, forget the lean-to shelters. Stop doing, for once. Just concentrate on being, on gratefully receiving the wonder that’s before your eyes!

Our Mountaintops
Where are the mountaintops in our lives? Where do earthbound folk like us stand a better-than-average chance of encountering the living God?
No one, of course, can dictate where God’s going to show up — the spirit-wind “blows where it chooses,” as Jesus taught Nicodemus (John 3:8). Even so, there are certain things we can do to position ourselves in the right place at the right time. Today — here on the threshold of Lent — is a good time to think about these things because of the various commitments we can choose to adopt as part of our Lenten discipline.
For a starter, we can pray. This is more than the hurried grace before dinner, the sleepy-eyed bedtime prayer, or the swift request beamed to God in a moment of spiritual panic. The only way to truly ascend to the mountaintop in prayer is to practice a patient, contemplative kind of prayer. Such prayer is more watchful waiting than conscious thought, more silence than speech. And yes, it does require a block of dedicated time.
Another way of ascending the mountain is to read the Bible. Again, this requires dedicated time, not a few seconds here and there amidst the frantic multitasking of our days. There are ways of reading carefully chosen Bible passages devotionally, ways that allow us as readers to brood over the text, attuned to what God the Holy Spirit is trying to say to us.
Still another way of opening ourselves to God’s presence is by attending worship regularly. Now that suggestion may sound painfully obvious for any preacher to say from the pulpit, but there’s truth in it, all the same. You can’t count on sensing the presence of the Lord in worship every Sunday, but it does happen to a great many of us with some regularity. Why else would people come to church if it weren’t for such an expectation?
Some leading historical figures of the faith received their most cherished insight in a service of worship. For example, the young Isaiah was worshiping in the Temple when he had that ecstatic vision of the angel holding the burning coal, and of God saying, “Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?” (Isaiah 6:8).
Another example is John Wesley, the founder of Methodism. He was a priest in the Church of England, who thought his spiritual life was just fine until he accepted an invitation to attend a worship service. In Wesley’s own words:
“I went very unwilling to a society in Aldersgate Street, where one was reading Luther’s preface to the Epistle to the Romans. About a quarter before nine, while the leader was describing the change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ alone for salvation; and an assurance was given me that He had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.”2
Through prayer, Scripture reading and worship — ordinary spiritual disciplines — we, too, can ascend the mountain. We can open our hearts to whatever God is ready to do with us. Once again, we should emphasize that no spiritual seeker can summon the Holy Spirit at will. You can’t make yourself have a spiritual experience. Only God can see to that. Yet — to adapt a state lottery advertising slogan to a more sacred purpose — “you can’t win if you don’t play.”
It’s always a sad thing when a mountain remains unclimbed. Like the farmer in Robert Frost’s poem, the mountain is always there, looming up familiar and serene, but its summit never attempted. Is there a spring at the top, or isn’t there? Will the Lord appear, shining brightly as the sun — or must the waiting continue?
Who can know? But you can only find out for sure by climbing!

An Astronaut’s-Eye View
Russell Schweickart was an astronaut who flew the lunar module for the Apollo 9 mission. Like many of his fellow astronauts, he discovered that his life was changed by the experience of looking down at the Earth from outer space. Here’s what he said about it:
“Up there you go around every hour and a half; time after time after time, and you wake up in the morning over the mid-East, and over North Africa. You look out of your window as you’re eating breakfast — and there's the whole Mediterranean area, and Greece and Rome, and the Sinai and Israel. And you realize that what you’re seeing in one glance was the whole history of [humanity] for centuries; the cradle of civilization. You go across the Atlantic Ocean, back across North Africa. You do it again and again. You identify with Houston, and then with Los Angeles, and Phoenix and New Orleans. The next thing you know, you are starting to identify with North Africa. You look forward to it. You anticipate it. And the whole process of what you identify with begins to shift.
“When you go around it every hour and a half, you begin to recognize that your identity is with that whole thing. And that makes a very powerful change inside of you. As you look down you can’t imagine how many borders and boundaries you cross — again and again. And you can’t even see them. Still, you know there are thousands of people fighting over some imaginary lines down there that you can’t even see, and you wish you could say, ‘Look at that! Look at that! What’s important?’”3
So, what is truly important? Is it the many tasks, duties, chores, errands and assignments that fill our days with low-level noise? Or is it those “big-picture” kinds of moments, the rich intervals of stillness and of calm — the times of “being still and knowing that the Lord is God,” sensing the Holy Spirit at work in our hearts?
The season of Lent provides many opportunities for spiritual mountain-climbing. We don’t need a Saturn V rocket, as Rusty Schweickart and his fellow astronauts did, to catapult us up to the proper vantage-point. All we need do is walk, slowly and steadily, up the side of the mountain looming over us all our lives. We don’t need the lung-bursting strength and endurance of an athlete to do it. All we need is persistence, and the willingness to set aside the time needed to make the ascent. Take as much time as you need; the mountain will still be there.
Those 40 days of Lent can be a scarcely noticed string of dates on the calendar, or they can be a season of true spiritual growth. The choice is up to each one of us. “It may not seem so much to climb a mountain you’ve worked around the foot of all your life,” as the poet says. But one thing’s for sure: If you never begin to climb, you’ll never know the glories of the summit.
—Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Sources:
1. Robert Frost, North of Boston (Henry Holt and Company, 1915).
2. Journal of John Wesley for May 24, 1738.
3. Russell Schweickart, quoted by Jack Canfield and Mark Victor Hansen, A 4th Course of Chicken Soup for the Soul (Chicken Soup for the Soul, 2012).

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Exodus 24:12-18
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Meeting God and Nothing Happens. You would think that if you went up on the mountain to meet God, there’d be fireworks, a sound-and-light show or something. Moses goes up and, yes, the text says that God is going to give Moses “the tablets of stone, with the law and the commandment,” but this doesn’t happen in this reading. Here the “glory” — or inscrutable and unfathomable presence of God — descends on the mountain, accompanied by a phenomenon that is “like” fire, and God, the glory of God and Moses himself disappear into a cloud. And nothing else happens. God doesn’t say anything. God doesn’t issue any commands. God doesn’t say to Moses, “Well done, old chap!” And yet, there was no doubting that Moses was in the terrifying presence of God. No complaint from Moses. He knew this was something special, and so, when in the presence of God, you wait. You wait upon the Lord. Habakkuk 2:1 says, “I will wait to see what the LORD says” (NLT). In Isaiah 40:31, we read, “Those who wait for the LORD shall renew their strength.” So, Moses went into the cloud. The sermon could continue to spiritualize the cloud, making it stand for other things: uncertainty, grief, despair, confusion and so on. Often when we enter such clouds, although we know God is there, nothing happens — yet. For God will break the silence, and in this case, reading on to chapter 25 and following, God does.
What Does the Text Say?
This reading from Exodus recounts one of the singular events in Israel’s religious history, the giving of the written deposit of the covenant to Moses by God. Although the language can sometimes appear ambiguous, the covenant between the Israelites and their God was always understood by the writers of the Bible to be the spiritual relationship between them, not the physical record of that relationship preserved in its words described here as “the law and the commandment” (v. 12). The “tablets of stone,” referred to eight times in the OT (most in Exodus), preserved at least the Ten Commandments and perhaps more of the terms of the covenant. They were housed in a wooden box (the “ark of the covenant,” 25:22 and many times) which became, over time, considered the single most sacred religious object in Israel. The “mountain of God” referred to here is mentioned five times in the OT, four of them in Exodus and one in Ezekiel (28:16). In Exodus 3:1 and Deuteronomy 4:9 (and elsewhere), this mountain is explicitly identified as Horeb; here and in Exodus 19:23 and 34:29 (and elsewhere), it is explicitly identified as Sinai. Scholars remain uncertain as to whether one mountain is being indicated with two different names, or whether two traditions, with two different sacred mountains, have been combined in the biblical text. The passage reinforces, above all else, the role of Moses as the preeminent mediator between the divine and the human, a role that will be contested by various parties in Israel’s history over the centuries (e.g., prophets, priests and kings).

Psalm 2
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
God, Our Protector. Although the OT reading for today places Moses front and center, and the gospel reading shines on Jesus with Moses and Elijah sharing the spotlight, this psalm is all about God. And the picture of God is a picture of a furious God roused to protect his “anointed,” while at the same time amused that the kings and rulers of the earth could even think of going up against him. God protects what is his. Period. Think of big brothers (or big sisters). Think of a lioness with cubs, a mother bear likewise. If you have a protector like a big brother when you’re walking to school or getting on and off the school bus, you’re blessed. You’re happy. That’s what you have with God. “Happy are all who take refuge in him” (v. 12).
What Does the Text Say?
God protects his anointed king against all foes (vv. 1-2, 10-12; Acts 4:24-31). The word “covenant” does not appear, but since the Lord had bound himself in covenant relationship with the king and Israel (he would be their God; they would be his people), he had obligated himself to protect them. The foes growlingly conspire to rebel against the Lord and his chosen, but God laughs, derisively. Not only will they be unsuccessful, but God will expand his anointed’s rule universally. God warns the foes before responding in furious anger. God’s anger is a theme of both testaments. Don’t over-simplify things by positing an OT God of wrath, contrasted to a NT God of love; there is a mixture in both testaments. God wrathfully responds to those who rebelliously refuse to avail themselves of God’s guidance; God’s inviting love reaches out even to those rebels. In 12b: “Happy / blessed are all who take refuge in God.”

2 Peter 1:16-21
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
When You’ve Been on the “Holy Mountain.” The entire argument of this passage is distilled like this: “I was on the holy mountain and saw Jesus transfigured before my very eyes and heard an actual voice out of heaven. Because this is true, you can trust my words and my message.” “So we have the prophetic message more fully confirmed. You will do well to be attentive to this” (v. 19). There’s a lesson here for us. People may admire us, respect us and even listen to us. But when they’re convinced we’ve been in the presence of God, they will come to us, and we can point them to the One about whom God said, “This is my Son, my Beloved, with whom I am well pleased” (v. 17). When we’ve been on the “holy mountain,” we’ve got street cred. We’ve got some authority. We’ve got ethos. We can help people. But we first have to get to the mountain. Lots of Christian mountain climbers, but not all get on the mountain. They’re still in the parking lot lacing up their shoes … and so on.
What Does the Text Say?
The overall thrust of this text seems to be directed against perceived opponents who are resisting the truth of Jesus’ second coming (his “Parousia”). The opponents against whom the author of 2 Peter is writing apparently do not believe in the Parousia. This portion of text, then, is aimed at providing two pieces of evidence that will contradict this erroneous position and give credence to the author’s own position in favor of the Parousia. The first part of the argument for the existence of the Parousia comes in 1:16-18. In 1:16, there is a sudden shift from the first-person singular (that had been used in 1:12-15) to the first-person plural (“we”). This switch may be intended to signal that the author is joining his voice to that of other “eyewitnesses” in order to strengthen his case. The claim to be an eyewitness makes the author’s argument more trustworthy and credible. The appeal to the transfiguration suggests that even the author’s opponents accept the historicity of this event. Verse 19 marks a shift in the argument. The author appeals to prophetic literature to prove that the truth concerning the Parousia is not simply an invention of the author or his colleagues but has been made clear even in the prophecies of old which are “more fully confirmed.”

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

	I have always lived on waterfronts. If you live on the edge of an enormous mountain or an enormous body of water, it’s harder to think of yourself as being so important. That seems useful to me, spiritually.
—Poet Heather McHugh, cited by Garrison Keillor in The Writer’s Almanac, August 20, 2022.
https://www.garrisonkeillor.com/radio/twa-the-writers-almanac-for-august-20-2022/.
Retrieved September 8, 2022.

##

	The place to begin is on the mountain, the same “mountain to which Jesus had directed them.” The church has stood with Jesus on that mountain before. The devil once took Jesus to a very high mountain and showed him all the world’s kingdoms and their splendor. Then the tempter said, “All these I will give to you, if you will fall down and worship me” (Matthew 4:8-9). But rather than accept the splendor, Jesus took up the cross. And only the Christ who gave his life in sacrifice can say, “All authority in heaven and earth has been given to me.”
	The place to mature is on the mountain, the same mountain where the church has stood with Jesus before. That was the day Jesus took Peter, James, and John, and led them up a high mountain. He was transfigured before them, his face shone like the sun, and the Eternal Word began to talk with Moses the lawgiver and Elijah the prophet. Peter stammered out, “Lord, this is a Kodak moment; can’t we capture it and institutionalize it somehow?” Suddenly a bright cloud overshadowed them on the mountain, and a voice said, “This is my Beloved Son; with him I am well pleased” (Matthew 17:1-6). That day the promise of Christmas was confirmed; this Jesus is Emmanuel (1:18-25), God-with-us always, even to the end of the age.
	The place to grow up as disciples is on the mountain. Matthew says we have been on the mountain before with Jesus. For Jesus went up the mountain, gathered us together, sat down, and began to teach, saying, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. You are the salt of the earth. Love your enemies. Be complete as your heavenly Father is complete. Do not store up treasures on earth. Seek first the kingdom of God. Enter through the narrow gate. The good person brings good things out of a good treasure. Whoever gives a cup of cold water to these little ones will not lose their reward. Humble yourself like a little child. Pick up your cross and follow me. Forgive one another seventy times seven. Just as you did it to the least of these, you did it to me.” We have been on the mountain to sit as those who are taught. The Risen Lord calls us to obey every teaching he has commanded us.
—William G. Carter, Water Won’t Quench the Fire: Sermons for Sundays After Pentecost (first Third): Cycle B, Gospel Texts (CSS Publishing, 1996), 44-45.

##

	Verse 8 of Matthew 17 says, “And when they looked up, they saw no one except Jesus himself alone.”
	It’s a verse easily overlooked, after the wonder of the dazzling figures and the strangeness of the glowing cloud. At first glance it seems like such an ordinary verse: a ho-hum transition from the miraculous back to the everyday.
	But it’s more than that. Think of what it means to “see no one except Jesus alone.” Aren’t we at our best, spiritually speaking, when we can do just that?
	An old gospel song puts it this way:
“Keep your eyes on Jesus
When the tidal waves of trouble ’round you roll
Keep your eyes on Jesus
He will calm the storms of life that cost your soul.”
	Maybe the greatest wonder of the transfiguration story is not the bedazzling vision. It just may be our realization that, when everything is said and done, Jesus is still there: for us.

##

	In a poem, “The Opening of Eyes,” David Whyte recounts a vision in which “the passing light over the water” teaches him that “life is no passing memory.”
	Life is, he says,
“… the opening of eyes long closed.
It is the vision of far off things
seen for the silence they hold.
It is the heart after years
of secret conversing
speaking out loud in the clear air.
It is Moses in the desert
fallen to his knees before the lit bush.
It is the man throwing away his shoes
as if to enter heaven
and finding himself astonished,
opened at last,
fallen in love with solid ground.”
—David Whyte, Songs for Coming Home (Many Rivers Press, 1984).
The full poem may be viewed here:
https://www.journeywithjesus.net/poemsandprayers/218-the-opening-of-eyes.
Retrieved September 8, 2022.

##

	For as long as I can remember, I’ve measured the depth and “success” of my faith by the number of mountaintop experiences I can truthfully claim. Have I “felt the Spirit” in Sunday morning worship?  Has Jesus “spoken” to me? Have I seen visions? Spoken in tongues?  Encountered God’s living presence in my dreams?
	Most of the time, the answer is “no.” Which means I’ve spent most of my life feeling like a spiritual failure. “Deep” and “mature” Christians (I’ve assumed) have frequent experiences akin to Peter’s on the mountaintop. They see visions and dream dreams. They have actual conversations with a God who speaks to them in audible English. Jesus reveals himself to them in spectacular ways they can’t describe or deny. They don’t have to squint and strain to discern God’s presence; God shows up in their living rooms in Technicolor glory, and blows their minds.
	It’s not true, of course. This hierarchy of holiness. This way of measuring piety. And yet it lingers in me — this yearning for a particular kind of affective experience to come along on a regular basis, and validate my faith. The truth is, I like and want and crave and covet Christian mountaintops. And stories like the Transfiguration don’t help. If Peter could see Jesus in his full, unfiltered glory, why can’t I?
	One of the many problems with my “God on the mountaintop” version of Christianity is that it prompts me to carve up and compartmentalize my life. To separate “sacred” from “secular.” The mountain from the valley. The spectacular from the mundane. As if God is somehow more present during a rousing worship set, a stirring sermon, or a silent retreat in a seaside monastery, than God is when I’m doing the laundry, returning a library book, or driving my son to his friend’s house. The work of discernment is harder and messier in everyday life, yes. I have to look for God minus blinding lights and roaring thunder. But that doesn’t mean it’s impossible. The God of the whisper is still God.
—Debie Thomas, “Is It Good for Us to Be Here?”, Journey with Jesus for February 23, 2020.
https://www.journeywithjesus.net/essays/2535-is-it-good-for-us-to-be-here.
Retrieved September 8, 2022.

##

	“Ecstasy doesn’t last,” wrote novelist E.M. Forster. “But it cuts a channel for something lasting.” Single-minded, persevering faithfulness confirms the authenticity of our spirituality. The ancestors we look to for encouragement in this business — Augustine of Hippo and Julian of Norwich, John Calvin and Amy Carmichael, John Bunyan and Teresa of Avila — didn’t flit. They stayed.
	Spirituality without commitment is analogous to sexuality without commitment — quick and casual, superficial and impersonal, selfish and loveless — eventually a parody of its initial promise. Deprived of commitment, sexuality degenerates into addiction, violence, or boredom. Deprived of commitment, spirituality, no matter how wise or promising, has a short shelf life.
—Eugene H. Peterson, Jim Lyster and John Sharon, Subversive Spirituality (Eerdmans, 1997), 38.

##

	I returned to the church on my college campus on a Sunday night at 9 p.m. It was dark, the bright colors of the mosaic walls muted in the waning light, the stained glass windows that I knew by heart lifeless without illumination. Twelve candle flames stood nearly still in the chancel, as if untouched by the whispers of wind that stirred the dark air. Their glow caught on gilded pieces of tile, glittering. Despite the small group assembled, it was nearly silent. Heads were bowed as people prepared for this service of compline — the close-of-day rite in the Episcopalian tradition that was, in this church, sung by a quartet. In my last year of college, it was in this service that I found myself moving back towards the God that I had walked away from in my freshman year. It was in this service that the Spirit grabbed hold of something inside me and drew me towards a mysterious sense of God’s presence. Compline had been for me a mountaintop place, where the Holy Spirit crashed into me and brought me to my knees in wonder. And so, when I was back in my college town just about a month ago, I returned to that holy space, expecting that I would have that same spiritual experience that I had had before.
	But God wasn’t waiting there for me. The darkness didn’t seem as deep, and I found it hard to settle. People came in late and fidgeted in their seats, disturbing the quiet. The quartet was not as professional as I remembered them being — not as perfect. But most of all, the sense of the Divine Presence, the holy mystery that had grabbed me as a young adult — it was gone. God was there, certainly, but God hadn’t been waiting a decade for me to return to that place to meet me in the same way as when I was 20. And I was disappointed.
	And so it was in disappointment that I went to the opening worship for the conference that I was attending the very next day. One look at the bulletin told me that it wasn’t “my kind” of service. The music was out of my comfort zone, as was just about everything else. But worship isn’t about me, so I braced myself for what I expected to be another disappointing experience and tried to set my mind on Christ.
	So I was astounded when I found that God was there waiting for me; that in that worship that was so beyond what I would describe as comfortable, Christ grabbed hold of my innards once again and drew me so close that I was breathless. There I found myself up on the mountainside with Jesus yet again, but this mountain didn’t look at all like the mountains I’d trekked up before.
	But I suppose I should have expected that. After all, had Peter and James and John gone back to the mountainside of the transfiguration, Christ would not have been there in dazzling white clothes. Yes, God would be there with them but not in the same way as before. No, Jesus wasn’t waiting there for them. The risen Christ was going ahead of them …
	Christ is already there ahead of us, waiting to meet us on new mountainsides, waiting to grab hold of us in the moments we least expect it, waiting to stoke the fires in our souls as we step out of what is comfortable and into God’s promised future.
—Jennifer Barchi, “God wasn’t waiting there for me,” Presbyterian Outlook, October 27, 2014.

##

COMMENTARY 
Matthew 17:1-9
The story of the transfiguration recorded in Matthew 17:1-9 happens six days after Peter confesses that Jesus is the Christ and Jesus explains what cost the Son of Man will bear (16:13-28). The action in 17:1-9 opens with Jesus leading Peter, James and John up a high mountain (v. 1). The only other place where Matthew describes a mountain as being high is in the story of Jesus’ temptation (4:8). Something extraordinary should be anticipated from the get-go.
When Jesus is transfigured (17:2), his face shines like the sun. Here, transfigured is translated from metamorfow. Jesus undergoes a metamorphosis. Biblically and theologically, metamorphosis has to do with God’s transforming purposes, not human longing or wishful thinking about making changes in one’s life. Such divine power is substantiated by Matthew’s description of Jesus’ face that, like the sun, is generating its own light, not reflecting it. Further reinforcing the sacredness of the moment is the sudden appearance of Moses and Elijah talking with Jesus (v. 3), which clearly places Jesus in the prophetic tradition and the movement of the Spirit associated with that tradition.
Peter’s response to this manifestation of the holy is first to observe how good it is that he and the other disciples are present, then to offer to make three dwellings (v. 4). But as Peter is speaking, a bright cloud overshadows them, and from the cloud a voice declares: “This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him!” (v. 5). Note here how the cloud places the disciples in shadow while Jesus is still shining and how the announcement from the cloud renders Peter’s response to the vision superfluous, if not meaningless altogether.
The disciples’ subsequent terror (v. 6) is matched by Jesus telling them not to be afraid (v. 7), a standard assurance throughout the Bible to those who are trembling in the presence of the Divine. Once Jesus is alone again with the disciples (v. 8), he orders them not to speak about the vision they’ve witnessed until after the resurrection.
Matthew 17:1-9 is a pivotal passage. Both the transfigured Jesus and his order that the disciples delay talking about the vision point forward to the risen Jesus. At the same time, the voice from the cloud calling Jesus the Beloved Son points back to the same voice and message heard from heaven when Jesus emerges from his baptism (3:17). By making a narrative connection to both Jesus being baptized and rising from the dead, Matthew 17:1-9 serves as a crucial link underscoring the unity of Jesus’ public ministry, passion, crucifixion and resurrection. It also provides an important point of transition in the unfolding of Jesus’ earthly mission. Similar to the way Jesus’ baptism inaugurates his public ministry, the transfiguration marks the heightening of the stakes in his ministry, leading to the cross and empty tomb. No wonder Transfiguration Sunday concludes the season of Epiphany and prepares for the commencement of Lent.
In light of the pivotal nature of 17:1-9 and the heightening of the stakes it conveys, it’s worth giving Peter’s response in verse 4 further scrutiny. One might well expect that the metamorphosis of a radiant Jesus flanked by Moses and Elijah — back from the dead — would stun a witness into gaping silence. Not Peter. His first reaction is to start talking about doing something and, for that matter, to do so with a fairly inflated view of his own importance. Notice how after claiming “it is good for us to be here,” Peter says, “I will make three dwellings.”
Peter wants to build a memorial that preserves the memory of this divine event. Memory, of course, is a profound dimension of how faith stays alive throughout Scripture. But the currency of memory is valuable only to the extent that looking back bolsters our awareness that God is in our midst right here and now, not stuck in the past. Memorials serve us best when they keep us currently faithful to our ever-present God, who’s always leading us into the future.
The problem with memorials, however, is how, despite our best intentions, they can devolve into tidy keepsake boxes that preserve holiness like some memento to which we can return at our convenience. Here, the Divine is treated like a commodity.
Yet the voice from the cloud proclaims: “This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him!” Thus, God answers Peter — and all like Peter — whenever they respond to the holy as if they know how to domesticate the Divine and manage the presence of the living God. First and foremost, be still long enough to listen to the One with whom God is well pleased, the only One who knows what is up and needful heading into the future that God holds in store. Before going into action, be still long enough not only to listen but also to reflect the glory of this One. Such glory isn’t an entitlement to privilege for the disciples but the source of sacred empowerment from on high. It energizes and equips them anew to accompany Jesus throughout the intensification of his ministry.
The instruction from the cloud to listen to Jesus isn’t so much a rebuke as an encouragement to recognize and follow the One who best exemplifies what it means to be a beloved child of God who knows and carries out what pleases God. God doesn’t need us to build memorials but to be memorials: living memorials who reflect Christ in how we conduct our lives, now and moving into the future. Here, the disciples in the story as well as the disciples reading the story learn the importance of being attentive enough to comprehend who God empowers us to be. Only then can we begin to get a handle on what God empowers us to do.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Matthew 17:1-9
Ask the children if they have ever been to a family reunion. Find out what they did at the reunion and have them name some of the people who attended. Show them a picture of one of your family gatherings and identify some of the people, emphasizing their relationship to you. Point out that one of the fun things about a family reunion is discovering how people are connected to one another. Let them know that the same thing happened when Jesus took three disciples with him up a mountain on the day of the transfiguration. It was kind of a family reunion for Jesus. Explain that Moses and Elijah appeared, two men who were relatives of Jesus from the Old Testament, famous for being especially close to God (Matthew 17:3). Then tell them that the voice of God spoke out of a cloud and told the disciples something special about Jesus: “This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him!” (v. 5). Ask the children to tell you what the disciples learned about Jesus at this mountaintop family reunion. He was related to Moses and Elijah, and he was the Son of God. Close by saying that these are very special connections that teach us the important role that Jesus plays in the family of God.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — Special Days and Times
Transfiguration Sunday
Leader: God said, “This is my Son, the Beloved.”
People: Let us worship you, O beloved God.
Leader: God said, “Listen!”
People: We want to hear your word anew this day.
Leader: God said, “Do not be afraid.”
People: We lay our worries at your feet.
Leader: And after all this was spoken, God was quiet.
People: Still our souls, quiet our minds, and prepare us to be transformed, holy God.

Prayers — for Illumination 
Transfiguration Sunday
Transport us, O God, to the mountaintop with you. Let us leave behind in the valley anything that would blunt our hearing of your word. Blind us with the dazzling truth of your glory, once again. Let the gospel address us as if for the first time, through the power of the Spirit. Amen.

Benedictions — Special Days and Times
Transfiguration Sunday
We will one day have a front-row seat from which to behold Christ’s glory. For now, we live in the “already not yet,” with his kingdom breaking forth though not always fully in view. Go this week to be agents of that kingdom, living in the hope and power of God, Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
O Wondrous Sight! O Vision Fair
Christ, Whose Glory Fills the Skies
Glorious Things of Thee Are Spoken
Worship and Praise* 
Open the Eyes of My Heart (Baloche)
Transfiguration (Hillsong Worship)
Child of Love (We The Kingdom)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Transfiguration Sunday, Cycle A
Exodus 24:12-18
Psalm 2 or Psalm 99
2 Peter 1:16-21
Matthew 17:1-9
