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Have you ever had the experience of feeling as if you have been to the mountaintop? Swept into a place you could never have imagined? That you have been part of something much bigger than yourself, much more awesome than you can wrap your head around?  Maybe it was being a part of a movement for social change like the Civil Rights Movement? Or the experience of meeting and marrying the “right person” and then bringing to birth little ones whom you would lovingly nurture into adulthood? Or becoming an integral part of a community which understood you, and nurtured your growth, and seemed to meet all of your needs? 

Whatever your experience has been, inevitably, that mountaintop experience is always followed by a coming back down from the mountain, by a return to the complexity of real life, a reality which demands that we grapple with many facets of life that were temporarily hidden from our eyes on the mountaintop. While the mountaintop lifts us up and gives us a sense that the sky is the limit, the return brings us back to earth with all the messiness that that entails. The theological question (which is really a very practical question at the same time) is, “How do we embody what we have received on the mountaintop once we have come down to the valley of everyday life?” That was the challenge of the Twelve, and it is still our challenge today. How do we hold on to the bondedness of the mountain experience, united in solidarity once that experience gives way to the regular routine (which can be grinding in nature), to disappointment, (in the slowness of progress for our dreams), to letdown (because of the imperfections of ourselves and others)? It gives new meaning to the upside and the downside! In fact, it is all part of the reality of transfiguration which we hear about in today’s gospel.

Why do you suppose the church’s liturgists choose to place the gospel story of the Transfiguration on the second Sunday of Lent each year?  Maybe we can learn something by taking a look at Peter’s experience. Peter is over the moon to be on the mountaintop with Jesus and his closest friends. He simply can’t believe his good fortune. “It is good for us to be here!” he gushes. And yet, not very long afterwards, when Jesus’ fate changes, and he has been arrested and is facing death, Peter feels the earth come crashing down around him, and he denies even knowing Jesus three times.  From the mountaintop to the pit! But, to paraphrase Paul Harvey, what about the rest of the story? It doesn’t end there. Because the bonding with Jesus that Peter and the others had on the mountaintop was real and true and permanent in character. It gave them a glimpse of the kindom vision. Because of it, Peter and the other disciples were later able to recognize Jesus as the Resurrected One, and to recall (in light of that resurrection experience) their own empowerment to build the Reign of God inch by inch. The mountaintop was a revelation to them for all time. And so are our peak experiences for us. They nurture us, and provide us with our story, our identity. They are a treasured part of our spiritual legacy, and they nurture us to continue on the journey to God’s justice and peace for all of creation. The roadblocks are many. Sometimes they have to do with the fear of failure – or even, unwittingly, at times, the fear of success, which may ultimately prove to be not enough.  Other times, we are loathe to sacrifice without assurance of the outcome. All part of the reality of transfiguration! We know where we have been, and so we can return to that memory of the bondedness between Jesus and his disciples. We can risk more easily because our story says we can depend on the Resurrected One whose ultimate outcome was good. Indeed, it was only in the light of the resurrection following the crucifixion that the disciples could proclaim the divine glory of the transfiguration. At that point, the disciples had had their eyes opened, and they saw a new reality. They recognized the path walked by Jesus as their path to glory as well! It was only at that point that it was fully revealed to them that the way of Jesus was God’s way in the world. This Jesus whom they had been following truly had the power to transform them into agents of God’s love and justice, and to empower them to heal a broken world. 

Jesus repeatedly urges us also not to be overwhelmed by fears which often come to us out of our sense of the precariousness of life. Fear can envelope us, even stop us in our tracks. Jesus responds to such fear by telling us that nothing can separate us from God’s faithful love and care. 

That faith in the face of fear and uncertainty is what Abraham experienced when God told him to leave everything he knew and to go to a land of promise where he would flourish. In our own era, Martin Luther King, author of the famous “I’ve been to the mountaintop” speech that inspired so many, had to have been often afraid. Attack dogs, fire hoses, thrown rocks and angry
crowds ….  Nevertheless, King looked to God for the courage he needed. He became conscious of God moving through him. The Transfiguration signaled for him that the coming of Jesus meant a new day was dawning, and God was moving us toward the Beloved Community King preached and died for. 
God is about the business of bringing hope to a broken world. When our eyes are opened to God’s good future, then we cannot go back. We must go down the path of bringing healing presence to all who are hurting. We must work for justice and peace. People are hungry to experience this good news. We may not be able to explain the story of the transfiguration adequately, but we can claim it as our story of empowerment. We can tell about the power and purpose of God in Jesus Christ to make all things new.
