  Last Sunday in Epiphany

Matthew 6:24-34

The Rev. Deacon Art Bass

6 March 2011

A Mountaintop Experience


About a month ago the company which employs my daughter, Abby, offered her a job promotion, a management position in one of their largest plants. The only problem was that the location of this job opportunity was in Kansas. Ignoring the wise advice of her father, Abby quickly turned down the company’s offer.


While I’m sure the distance from family and friends entered into my daughter’s decision, the reason she articulated was this: “Too flat, no mountains!”


We here in East Tennessee love our mountains. They shape our culture and our politics, who we are and how we live. In East Tennessee, we as much expect to see mountains somewhere on the horizon as we expect to see the sun in the daytime sky. 


As many of you know, I grew up on a small farm just beneath Sewanee mountain, and I went to college on that mountain. Much of my recreational time, especially in my youth and my younger adult years, has been spent exploring mountaintops. You can’t fully appreciate a mountain standing below, looking up at it. You have to climb it. You have to go up in the mountain and hike the trails.


The payoffs on these mountain trails are the overlooks, the vistas. They give you a chance to appreciate God’s creation in a unique way and an opportunity to contemplate your place in it. You can take in so much from a mountain overlook. You can see where you’ve been, where you are, and where you’re going.


Sometimes in life, we find ourselves in need of doing this same sort of thing. We all have times when we need to get away from the usual day to day distractions, to put things in quiet perspective, and to listen for the counsel that comes from God’s still, small voice.


Sometimes, occasionally, as still and as quiet as that voice may be, the revelation which it brings can be dramatic, even life changing. It can be an epiphany. Not surprisingly, we have come to call such moments, mountaintop experiences. 


Today’s gospel reading is about a mountaintop experience, a very dramatic mountaintop experience which Jesus shared with his three most trusted disciples: Peter, James, and John.


Jesus led the three disciples to the top of a high mountain, away from their friends and companions, and there they saw Jesus transfigured. In a display of pure holiness, Jesus face shown radiant like the sun, and his clothing became a dazzling white. Then suddenly Jesus was not alone. With him, representing the law, was Moses, and representing the prophets, Elijah. The law and the prophets, symbolized in human form through the Old Testament figures of Moses and Elijah, were there conversing with Jesus.


Peter completely amazed, but never without words, blurted out: Jesus, I can make dwellings here - - “one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.” But Peter’s words were interrupted by the voice of God, echoing again what had been said when Jesus was baptized: “This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased.”


On hearing the voice of God, the three disciples fell to the ground in fear, but Jesus reassured them. When the three looked up, Moses and Elijah had disappeared. Only Jesus remained, thus symbolizing his role as the fulfillment of all the law and the prophets.


As is often true of mountaintop experiences, the lives of Jesus and the disciples were changed after the Transfiguration; the whole focus of Jesus’ ministry changed. Up to this point, Jesus had traveled about Galilee, teaching and working miracles of power and healing. After the Transfiguration, he would still do those things, but he would do them on his way to Jerusalem. In fact, from this point on, in the synoptic gospels, Jesus shows a clear urgency of purpose. He must go to Jerusalem to fulfill his calling as God’s true Messiah.


The focus of our spiritual journey through the church year is about to change also. This coming Wednesday is Ash Wednesday, the beginning of Lent. We too will be looking toward Jerusalem and preparing for our Lord’s passion. 


This is a time for us to put things into perspective: to look at where we have been in our spiritual lives and to look ahead to where we would like to be, to where God is calling us to be. It is a time to consider how we can effectively use the upcoming Lenten season to aid us in this spiritual quest. There are many options: prayer, fasting, study, mediation, taking on new and productive activities, and giving up distractions and unproductive activities.


The ways of keeping a holy Lent are many and varied, but they all involve discipline, and discipline requires some very intentional planning.


So between now and Ash Wednesday, I invite you to go to your mountaintop, wherever that may be. It might be your den or spare bedroom at 5:00 AM on Monday morning, when no one else is there, or anywhere that at least for a time, you can put away the world and commune quietly and peacefully with God.  


When you have found that place, pray. Ask God for guidance and direction. Ask for discipline and strength. Ask for the fulfillment of God’s calling for you and of his purpose.


May God grant us all a holy and blessed Lent.   Amen. 
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