
Mountaintop Visions

Exodus 24:12-18; Psalm 2; 2 Peter 1:16-21; Matthew 17:1-9

It’s a strange, wonderful story Matthew tells us this morning. Jesus takes three of his disciples,

and they withdraw to a mountaintop, just like Moses withdrew to a mountaintop. Everybody knows

that if you want to get close to God, you go up near God, on top of a mountain. And just like with

Moses, on the mountaintop there is strange, wonderful revelation. Jesus is transfigured before the

astonished eyes of his disciples. He glows like the sun. Elijah and Moses come back from the dead

to converse with him. The lines are blurred between the living and dead, what can happen and what

can’t, between reality and fantasy, possible and impossible. For one glorious moment, the curtain

between us and God is pulled back, and we see.

From heaven there is a voice—the same voice we heard earlier at Jesus’s baptism, just in

case we missed the point: “This is my Son whom I dearly love. I am very pleased with him. Listen to

him!” (Matt 17:5 CEB). No wonder the disciples fall flat on their faces. It’s too much to take in.

Peter, ever the impulsive one, says, “Lord, it’s good that we’re here. If you want, I’ll make three

shrines: one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah” (17:4 CEB). Peter wants to make this

glorious mountaintop moment last forever. “Lord, let’s stabilize this vision; lets fix it here for all time.

Let’s never come down from this mountaintop high!”

But Jesus didn’t allow Peter to do that. Rather, Jesus came to them, touched his disciples, and

raised them up. Then they all went down the mountain and hit the road toward Jerusalem, continuing

their journey, their walk to the cross.

I take this as a sort of parable for what it’s like to come to Jesus and to have him come to us.

Jesus came to them, to the disciples who had come to him, and walked with them down into the

valley.
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I think many of us gathering on Sunday morning in church are much like that. We have come

to church seeking to be with Jesus. We have come to worship hoping that this service will lift us up

out of the humdrum, daily routines of life, inspire us, and take us places we don’t usually go.

Lots of people think that’s what church is all about—to take us to the mountaintop, so to

speak. We come here to be inspired, to have spiritual experiences we can’t have elsewhere during

the week.

Perhaps that’s what those three disciples thought while they were with Jesus on the Mount of

Transfiguration. They had signed on with Jesus. They had heard it reported that a voice at his

baptism had said, “This is my Son whom I dearly love.” Here at last was none other than the

Messiah.

But thus far on their journey, there hadn’t been much messianic activity. Jesus had performed

some amazing healings, but only a few. He had preached a wonderful sermon on another mount, but

they had left everything to follow him, and there were lots of good preachers around.

Now at last, the curtain between them and a full, dramatic understanding of Jesus is drawn

back on the mountain. At last, there is a clear voice from heaven that proclaims pointedly who Jesus

really is. Moses! Elijah! The two great heroes of Israel, the Law and the Prophets, back from the

dead, standing before them as clear as day. And the brightness, the glowing, glistening light! In a

way, that ethereal, mystical brightness signified what this experience meant to them. Everything in

this glistening movement had become apparent, self-evident, assured.

If we are honest, don’t we want church to be that way every Sunday? So much of this religion

business is hard to understand. Give us some real, obvious, self-evident validation that our faith in

Jesus is not misplaced. How about some solid confirmation that our belief is not in vain?

Is that us? 
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A friend says, “On any given Sunday the church is filled with folks who, having once, a long

time ago, felt the undeniable presence of God, come back longing for that fire, that presence to occur

one more time.”

Is that us?

Just remember, mystical, transcendent, transfiguring moments come as a gift of God.

“My goal in preaching,” said the famous preacher from a megachurch in the west, “is to bring

every person there very close to the living Christ by the end of my sermon.” I was inspired. That’s

what I’d like to do! I thought to myself.

A few months later, when that famous preacher’s marriage had ended and he was on leave

because of his heart attack, a colleague of his told some fellow clergy, “He just couldn’t pull that

rabbit out of the hat every week. It nearly killed him.”

If there are moments of high inspiration, if you feel that you have been brought very close to

God, if in some stunning, glorious instant everything comes together and you believe, know for sure,

and sail forth from church with confidence and conviction—that’s a gift. It’s not produced by me or the

choir.

Such moments come to us as they came upon the disciples on the Mount of Transfiguration.

They are gifts. Part of their power is that they tend to be unusual, momentary, gracious gifts of God.

I think that’s why in this Sunday’s epistle lesson Peter offers encouragement to a floundering

early Christian congregation by recalling the mountain and the voice of the transfiguration, hoping to

help them slog through the difficulties of the present hour by reminding them of that mystical episode

on the mountain.

Nothing like the transfiguration is reported again in the Gospels. You would be unwise to try to

3Mountaintop Visions.ser.wpd



build your whole faith on strange, mystical moments like this one. Still, such moments of strange,

wonderful, mystical inspiration are a great gift of God to us. Savour them and enjoy them, but don’t

try to build all your faith upon them.

I think of John’s Gospel, when the risen Christ mysteriously appears to the disciples, and

Thomas says that he just can’t believe in the resurrection. So Jesus tells him, “Go ahead, Thomas,

stick your hand in my side. If you need visible, tangible proof, here it is. I don’t want you to be

faithless but believing.”

As a minister I’ve noted how people will refer back to some inexplicable, mysterious, mystical

moment that they had earlier in their lives. They recall it gratefully, realizing that it was a gift of God

that was helpful to them in their journey. I remember one young mother who was going through a

particularly difficult time in her life and asked God for a sign. When she looked up into the night sky,

she saw Jesus’ face. It came as a gift and sustained her for many years. Was she hallucinating? Did

she really see anything?

Note that Jesus told these three disciples, on the mountain, not to tell any of the others about

the transfiguration until after he had risen from the dead. Maybe he said that because he knew that

the others would have trouble believing that this really happened, or perhaps they might resent that

they hadn’t been included in this magical, mystical moment. The disciples were not to brag about it

as if this gift were their spiritual achievement.

Or maybe he told them not to tell anyone because Jesus’s mission is more than moments like

this one on the mountain. Jesus leads them from the mystical mountain down into the realities of life

in the valley. There they will have no other moments like this one on the mountain. Down in the valley

they will walk the way of the cross, the way of suffering and pain and the tug and pull of everyday life.
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It was Jesus’s idea to lead them up the mountain: “Jesus took Peter, James, and John his

brother, and brought them to the top of a very high mountain” (17:1 CEB). Now that same Jesus

leads them back down the mountain.

That’s a little detail I never really thought about until this time through this strange, wonderful

story. Jesus and all of his disciples came down the mountain together. Jesus didn’t take his place,

enthroned among the great heroes of Israel, Moses and Elijah. The heroes depart, leaving only

Jesus. But he doesn’t remain on the mountain, reigning in sovereign, detached, serene glory. Jesus

goes back down the mountain, telling his disciples, “Don’t be afraid” (17:7). He comes down the

mountain with his disciples, not only reassuring them but commanding them (17:9), leading them

back into the realities they must face down in the valley, including the valley of the shadow of death

(Ps 23) that looms over every step of their way to Calvary.

Peter wanted to build a house for Jesus up on the mountain, to make the mystical

mountaintop experience last forever. But Jesus refuses. Those whom he has led up the mountain, he

brings back down, leading them, walking with them.

There’s your good news for this Transfiguration Sunday. It’s good news because few of us live

permanently on the mountaintop. We are down here in the valley, where shadows sometimes

overtake our journey. There is reason to fear. Life itself, with its shadows, sickness, death, and daily

struggles, is reason to fear. Then there are the expectations and commands placed upon us because

we’re trying to be faithful to Jesus.

Yet we don’t walk alone. Where is Jesus by the end of this morning’s Gospel? In the valley,

beside us, walking with us, leading us. And no matter where the way leads, that way is made better

because Jesus is with us. He isn’t merely Emmanuel, God with us, as the babe at Christmas. He is

Emmanuel—our Moses showing us God’s way, our Elijah performing divine signs and wonders—all
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the way along our journey.

Next Sunday we will be in Lent, the season of the cross. In less than fifty days we will be

caught up in all the betrayal and sin, suffering and death of Jesus’s crucifixion. The one who, for one

shining moment on the mountain, is revealed as God’s Son is also the one who will be betrayed,

rejected, and crucified. Yet we can walk even that path knowing that he walks with us. Thanks be to

God. Amen.
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