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Our series of parables and other stories in Matthew are interrupted this week by a passage from 

Luke, specifically, news of a mountaintop experience involving Jesus and his three “inner circle” 

disciples. In other words, the long, longer, longest Season after Pentecost is broken up by one of 

the major holy days of our church calendar, the Feast of the Transfiguration. We hear this same 

story each year on the Last Sunday after the Epiphany; but for liturgical churches like ours, it 

also gets its own feast day on August 6, which happens to fall on Sunday this year.  

 

Unlike other church seasons that focus on a particular theme or event (anticipating the coming of 

Jesus; celebrating his incarnation and manifestation; penitence and reconciliation; Jesus’ 

resurrection, the coming of the Holy Spirit on his disciples) the season after Pentecost is 

somewhat routine. It covers the teachings, healings, and miracles of Jesus that we don’t get at 

other times of the year, along with his encounters with potential followers and with increasingly 

virulent and dangerous adversaries. We learn a lot about what it means to follow Jesus from 

these stories, week after week; we also get a peek into his adult life and actions, and his 

relationship with disciples and religious authorities. If anything in Jesus’ life could be called 

“quotidian” (that is, “everyday” or “routine”) these narratives would be that. But this morning, 

we break up the routine with a mountaintop experience.  

 

“Mountaintop experience” has become a metaphor for events that are singular, life-changing, 

illuminating, unforgettable; for occurrences that bring about greater understanding, or show a 

path forward. In our lesson from Exodus, Moses has just had such an experience. After the 

Israelites created and worshiped the golden calf, God has brought their leader to the top of Mt. 

Sinai, where the Divine Presence is revealed to Moses. God gives him new commandments, a 

new covenant for the people, inscribed on a new and unbroken set of stone tablets. But to give 

those commandments to the people, to speak on God’s behalf, Moses had to come down from the 

mountaintop. He couldn’t stay on the mountaintop and do what he needed to do. That’s not 

where the people he was called to serve, lived. Nobody lives on the mountaintop. 

 

The rhythm of the ordinary (which in this case means well ordered, not common or boring) is a 

good thing; we certainly value that in the church, with the Daily Offices (Morning, Noonday, and 

Evening Prayer, and Compline, all found in the BCP). We value it in our historic, authentic 

Christian practices: habits of hospitality, stewardship, prayer, fasting, and the like. Most of us 

value routine in our lives; it grounds us, it’s where we live. So-called “mountaintop experiences” 

are not the norm. 

 

That’s not to suggest that they aren’t important, especially in the life of faith - they certainly are.  

You and I may not get a true theophany – that is, manifestation of God’s glory such as the 

disciples and Moses got – but from time to time, we can all use a shake-up, a detour, a brief 

departure from the “same-old, same-old” in our routine, ordinary, practiced spiritual lives. 

The opportunity to take oneself away from the ongoing demands of the daily, quotidian life,  

to be able to spend quiet time in meditation and prayer, or to reflect on our lives and God’s 

intentions for them and grow closer to God without distractions and demands, can be times of 

important spiritual growth. We can all use those sudden insights that just hit us unexpectedly  



and we realize we’ve entered new territory, spiritually; or our relationship with Christ takes on 

new and deeper significance; or we understand God in new ways – these experiences are 

priceless. And certainly, from time to time, we all need to be reminded to listen to Jesus!  

Those are times when, to quote Arthur Miller in Death of a Salesman, “Attention must be paid”  

and the takeaway is likely to be permanent. But they aren’t a constant way of life. Nobody lives 

on the mountaintop. 

 

Surely, witnessing Jesus’ transfiguration had lasting spiritual impact on Peter, James, and John  

(even though it was confusing at the time, and even if they said nothing about it “in those days” 

after they had returned). Why these three, in particular? Why not all of them? I’m not sure we 

know. The transfiguration is a kind of hinge between the earlier days of Jesus’ ministry and his 

final journey toward Jerusalem and the cross. Jesus true identity was about to be revealed to 

these three, even if they couldn’t immediately understand the significance of what they’d seen.  

 

So there they are; and suddenly Jesus’s appearance changes; the glory of God is revealed in him 

and his companions, Moses and Elijah: the trinity of Law, prophecy, and salvation have all come 

together on this mountain, and in their sight! They’re exhausted, weighed down with sleep;  

yet they manage to stay awake, and see this awesome sight, maybe even hear some of that three-

way conversation.   

 

No wonder Peter really wants to prolong the moment; wouldn’t we? Wouldn’t anyone? He wants 

to stay on the mountaintop, in the rarefied atmosphere of blinding glory, revelation, and the 

presence of his own spiritual ancestors. But then comes the cloud, the dark, the terror; and the 

voice that no mortal would ever expect to hear, telling them: “This is my Son, my Chosen; listen 

to him!”  And it’s all over, and Jesus is left alone, much as they are used to seeing him. Does 

Peter still want to remain there? No matter; nobody lives on the mountaintop. They descend, and 

in Luke’s telling of the story, are immediately plunged back into the world of healing and 

teaching, and the demands of daily life.  

 

We don’t live on the mountaintop. We, too, live in the world of parables, and healings, and 

teachings. We live in the world of the Law – that is, obedience to God, interpreted through the 

New Covenant in Jesus Christ. We live in the world of prophecy – speaking truth to power, 

living lives that contradict the prevailing message of greed, inequality, violence, scarcity. We 

certainly live in the world of incarnation and resurrection, of salvation – seeing it, practicing it, 

proclaiming it, even when doing so is difficult, even when it might seem futile, hopeless. Like 

Peter, James, and John, even like Jesus himself, we cannot live on the mountain. Instead, we live 

our lives and practice our faith and embrace the routine of the daily, in the world God so loves, 

with all its tragedies, sorrows, and disappoints, but also its joys and its hopes. We do our best to 

live our lives in ways that reflect God’s presence in the ordinary places where we live and move 

and have our being, because God meets us there, as well. God meets us there, on the plains and 

in the valleys of the everyday. Because nobody lives on the mountaintop. 


