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Hymns: 682 “God of grace and God of glory”
159 “Not far beyond the sea nor high”
251 “Jesus Christ is waiting”
545 “Be thou my vision, O Lord of my heart”

Readings: 2 Kings 2:1-12
Mark 9:2-9

“A VIEW FROM THE MOUNTAINTOP”

Let us pray.  Holy God, break your word among us as bread for the feeding of our souls.  
And may the words of my lips and the meditation of all our hearts be acceptable in your 
sight, O Lord our strength and our redeemer.  Amen.

‘Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and John, and led them up a high 
mountain apart, by themselves.  And he was transfigured before them, and his clothes 
became dazzling white¸ such as no one on earth could bleach them.’

In most book shops in the United States, where I am from, the religion section is 
immediately next to self-help.  This is presumably so Christianity can commend itself to 
browsing shoppers as a good way of life alongside the latest diets and relationship 
advice: thirty days to spiritual thinner thighs or whatever.  And Christianity IS a good way 
of life.  

So if the browsing shopper then comes to church, she might reasonably expect a tidy 
Bible package that can be neatly unpacked, a healthy lesson for good living.    

My guess is you know the kind - Jesus talks to someone who is an outcast and we’re 
meant to get the point that we should be nicer to outcasts.  Or Jesus calls children to 
him and we’re meant to get the point that we should pay attention to children.  Jesus 
talks about what a vineyard owner pays his workers who have been hired at different 
times in the day – actually, that one doesn’t quite work.  I remember vividly a retired 
union activist folding her arms and saying she’d have the workers out on strike by 
teatime, in what became a livelier Bible study than I had expected.  If you can’t 
remember why, look it up.  



But you get the idea, Bible teaching as spiritual porridge, good for us inside and out.  
These give us strong solid messages like ‘make poverty history,’ ‘work for peace,’ or 
even ‘leading a bank is a perilous thing for a minister, whether it is HSBC or indeed, the 
Co-op.’

And these are all good teaching, and worthy, and well worth heeding.

However.  The record of Jesus’ transfiguration is not going to resolve itself into a tidy 
moral package so easily.  (Of course the other stories of Jesus – the healings and 
parables - don’t either, but that’s another sermon.)  

Today, Jesus takes the three disciples up the mountain and is transformed before them 
– lit up so as to be blinding – and here come Elijah and Moses, the two great heroes of 
their faith, and then the voice of God all James Earl Jones from the cloud – ‘this is my 
Son the beloved – listen to him!’

But don’t tell anyone – and the disciples are frankly terrified and then confused, as any 
one of us might be.  

So what is going on here?

Well, a number of things.  But today an answer, a view if you like, in two parts.  The first 
is this: those disciples see Jesus as he really is.  Not just a rabbi or good teacher or the 
author of another diet book to fit in the self-help section, not the leader of a political 
movement or even just a prophet – they and we, see Jesus as the Son of God.  The 
embodiment of the Creator God of Israel.  

It is important we do not forget, ever, that Jesus is more than a good teacher though he 
is that too.  The promise of salvation does not belong in the self-help section.  

Some of us here have stood in the presence of evil: proper, history-changing evil.  God 
save us from it, but when we do, we have something in Jesus more durable than a tidy 
set of ethics to face down the terror of death, the chaos of broken homes and societies, 
or the slow violence of poverty.  As St. Paul writes, we do not preach ourselves, but we 
preach the Christ and the Christ crucified.  So friends, if I am looking for JUST a good 
teacher, in the end I’m in the wrong place this morning.

Back up to our mountain top: Jesus talks to Moses and Elijah these heroes of their faith, 
showing the disciples and us that what God is doing in Jesus, God is doing as part of 
what has happened before.  They, and we are meant to see Jesus not as a break with 
their history, but its fulfilment.  And as Elijah was taken up by the chariots of heaven, as 



he passed his cloak to Elisha among those marvelling prophets in Jericho and Bethel, 
so Jesus’ own death and rising will be the hinge of all their history and ours.

This is the first part of what is happening in the Transfiguration: we see Jesus as he 
really is, glowing with the radiance of the Creator.  We get a glimpse of what he is going 
to do as part of who he is.  He is going to die and rise for our salvation – and still today 
we are bewildered by what it means, and theologians argue over exactly how it is 
accomplished.  Nevertheless and never forget, we see Jesus here as he really is.

The second part of what is going on here is that Jesus sees the disciples as they really 
are: here comes this awesome moment of transcendent glory: they are actually on the 
mountaintop – and bless their cotton socks what is the best they can come up with: ‘Oh 
it is good we are here,’ says Peter, ‘because we can build you a nice box to sit in!’  In 
case you have ever wondered if there is a scriptural precedent for the property 
committees that meet in our churches all over this world, in every country where there is 
a Methodist church, well, there it is.  The first property committee of the new covenant, 
complete with agenda.

In their fear, the disciples are trying quite reasonably to contain the presence – to build 
buildings and make committees and probably serve cups of tea and keep lists of who 
comes to visit and who stays.  And these are all perfectly rational things to do.  

Dare I say it, even very Methodist things to do, in response to an experience of God.  
The Holy Spirit moved over the face of the waters and brought order, remember – if not 
Methodist societies and class meetings and all the rest.  And we know that the ordered 
habits of faith, the disciplines of prayer and worship and life together in Christian 
community are important.  They are no good as a one-off mountain top experience, but 
only as habit – If you go to the gym just once, you will come away with sore muscles no 
matter how much you pay a personal trainer.  If I pray just once, worship just once, even 
serve just once – I won’t get the point of it any more than if I do a sit-up just once and 
then expect a flat and muscled stomach.  This means something to me as I come up to 
the beginning of Lent, a time of fasting and preparation, and a good time for all of us to 
renew our practice of Christian discipleship.  

At this moment of transfiguration we see Jesus as he really is, and he sees us as we 
really are.  Doing our best.  Full of practical questions like who will unblock the loos next 
time they overflow, or what shape of church will tempt people away from their duvets 
and Sunday morning shopping.  So I am right there with Peter when he says ‘It’s good 
that we are here, Jesus, because we can build you each a dwelling.’



I do and we all should ask God questions about what kind of dwellings church should 
have and how to keep them, what kind of lists and worship and teaching and structures 
will best serve our age.  And like Peter, when I am blessed to have a moment when I am 
aware of grace, very quickly I move to questions about how to use it.  How to respond, 
what to DO.  Notice, not Jesus nor Moses nor Elijah nor even the voice from the cloud 
even dignified the disciples with a response to their offer.  The disciples saw Jesus as 
he really is, and he saw them as they really are.  That’s what is going on.

So what are we to do with that?  Surely we are not just to down tools and gaze in 
wonder?  

There was an old hymn ‘stay master stay’ that has disappeared from our new book – It 
sort of implied that we wished Jesus hadn’t led us back down the mountain to where 
‘the plough waits in the furrow’, or the dishes wait in the sink, the impoverished world 
waits to be fed, or whatever it is that is waiting for your hands when you get home today. 

We know that faith must be lived, actions taken on the kingdom’s behalf.  Schools re-
opened where they have been destroyed, hospitals rebuilt where they have been 
bombed, hearts and bodies mended when they are broken.    

But surely, the point of Jesus being who he is, more than just a self-help guru or good 
teacher – is that he has brought the radiance of the creator (the glory of God which 
comes into our history looking a lot like Justice, freedom, plenty) - He has brought that 
glory close by and into the most ordinary things of our lives.  The cups of tea, the lists, 
even the property committees.

A Nigerian educator friend of mine, Dr Princess Idialu gave me a book of proverbs a 
while back.  She is married to the Very Raphael Idialu, who lectures at the Methodist 
Theological Institute at Sagamu, in Nigeria.  Princess is a formidable Methodist woman 
and one of the proverbs from her book seems right for us today:  

‘The family who pounds yams noisily, shouldn’t think, that the family who pounds yams 
quietly is starving.’  Not everything important makes a big noise. 

Moments of awesome power and grace do not always come in signs and wonders or on 
mountaintops.  They come in bus queues, and voting booths.  Across kitchen tables and 
yes, in banks and boardrooms.  

Moments of power and grace may not come with tidy Bible teaching to tell us what to 
do, but rather as reminders that God’s full glory is close by as we work it out – because 



ours is to live each day as a testimony to the kingdom of God which is come and will not 
be denied or contained.  

What we are about in response to Jesus’ Transfiguration is doing the ordinary things, 
the habitual things that make grace visible, letting it out not boxing it in.  This is the work 
of spreading scriptural holiness by the proclamation of the evangelical faith (that 
Wesleyan phrase from our Deed of Union) for which Methodism was raised up in the 
first place.

And friends, the smallest most ordinary quiet things – a student standing in front of a 
tank; a Christian woman walking a Muslim neighbour home in a Paris suburb; a Baptist 
minister taking a walk from Selma to Montgomery Alabama; you here this morning - the 
most ordinary moments are pregnant with the glory of God.

So walk out in confidence this week.  We see Jesus as he really is, he sees us as we 
really are.  Whatever you are up to in coming days, listen for the sound of grace in your 
pumping hearts and in your working hands.  You are beautiful, this morning.  As Jesus 
was transfigured in the Gospel story, his presence, God’s presence, also transfigures 
us.  

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, Amen.




