
The Plan 
4 – Witness Season 

 
Ephesians 1:18-21               Psalm 99                   Luke 9:28-43 
 
 
 The message is – Mountain and Valley belong together.  The means is – Prayer.   This is 
the way to the great Plan of God for you and me and for this earth, “that we may know the 
love of Christ and be filled with all the fullness of God.”   
 

We need regularly the inspiration of holy worship on the mountain, and the 
perspiration of healing outreach in the valley.  The vision comes in two parts:  First, this 
incomparable transfiguration of Jesus seen visibly by Peter, James and John, the inner circle 
whom he invites to accompany him up the mountain to pray, when suddenly he is seen in all his 
awesome radiant glory, unmistakably as the Messiah, the promised deliverer, and heard by the 
very voice of the Father in a cloud to be God’s Son, the Chosen one.  Second, this healing of a 
suffering boy in the valley below by the word and touch of Jesus, through the power of prayer.  
 
 If you will remember, in our Chapel, and yes, I know it has been two years since most of 
us have been in there, although it is open daily for private prayer and meditation, the dominant 
image at the front of the chancel is the magnificent Transfiguration Window.  There, 
shimmering forth, is the glorious transfigured Christ on the mountain, aglow with the radiant 
light of God, and on either side in subordinate positions the two great figures of the Old 
Testament who have prepared the way for him, Moses the great law giver and Elijah the great 
prophet, who comes in final form in the lifetime of Jesus in the person of his cousin John the 
Baptist.   
 
 Together these three confer while the disciples gaze on dumbfounded.  And there at the 
bottom of the window, a lamb, symbolizing its readiness for sacrifice, as Jesus will be the Lamb 
of God who gives his life for the sins of the world.   
 

 Would that we were invited to overhear the conversation between Jesus, Moses and 
Elijah.  But this is an event shrouded in mystery, not something to be analyzed.  Yet we know 
they are discussing the Plan, God’s Plan for which Jesus came to earth, his coming passion, 
death and resurrection which, with this event, which the dramatic linchpin turning point in the 
Gospel signals, and after which the pace picks up, as Jesus turns his face and his feet steadfastly 
toward Jerusalem, and his destiny on a cross, the reason for which he has come.  The Plan of 
God. 
 
 However, the story ends not on the mountaintop in exalted worship but returning to the 
valley of suffering.  They find there the other disciples baffled over their inability to relieve the 
suffering of a boy said to be possessed by an evil spirit that causes him to convulse, shriek and 
foam at the mouth, demonstrating signs of epilepsy.  His father had pleaded for their help yet 
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they were unable. Until Jesus arrives, and with his word and his touch rebukes the demon and 
heals the boy. And there is rejoicing at the greatness of God that has been made known.   
 
 What I am saying today is mountain and valley belong necessarily together.  It is only 
when we come away from our pressing duties and climb the mountain of God for holy worship 
that we are then strengthened, equipped, empowered to return and bring effective healing and 
help that is so needed to the suffering in the valley.   
 

I 
 We must first enter into and experience The Holy Moment.  We must climb the 
mountain of worship.  This scene on the mountain of transfiguration is a unique event. It is 
without parallel in all the Bible, or in extrabiblical literature from the Apocrypha, the 
Pseudopigrapha, rabbinic literature, the Qumran, Nag Hammadi or in Greek literature as a 
whole.i  Yet it is central to the Gospel.  All three Synoptic Gospels record it. 
 

Here in an instant the question of who is this strange charismatic Teacher and Healer is 
answered.  This dramatic transfiguration follows eight days after Peter’s confession upon Jesus’ 
personal question to him, “But who do you say that I am?”  Peter answers, “You are The 
Messiah of God,” and 8 days after Jesus’ first disclosure of his coming suffering, of what his 
being the Messiah really means, “The Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be 
rejected by the elders, chief priests, and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised,”ii  
he has told them.  

 
This is God’s great and final plan for all people and all times.  This is God’s plan for which 

all that has taken place from the creation of the world, the preservation of Noah and his family 
and through the flood, the animals, the choosing of the Patriarchs, then of Israel their 
deliverance from Egyptian slavery, their Kings and Prophets, all this is prelude.   

 
This is to be God’s great final plan for his broken world as the Divine Voice makes clear.  

The eight-day interval is intentionally inserted by Luke to demonstrate continuity with what 
God had previously done.  Jewish males were circumcised on the 8th day, and Jesus was raised 
from the dead on the 8th day after his dramatic Palm Sunday entrance.  This 8-day interval 
seems to be the divine complement linking Peter’s all-important transfiguration revelation. 

 
  Peter speaks for the three, stumbles with a seemingly ignorant yet so often repeated 
human response, “Let us make three dwellings, (or shrines) one for you, one for Moses, and 
one for Elijah” - not knowing, says Luke, what he said.  Yet it is not altogether ignorant, for you 
see God dwelt with Israel first in the wilderness then in Jerusalem in the Tabernacle shrine, 
where to indicate God’s holy presence, it was enshrouded in a cloud.  Now suddenly on the 
mountain a cloud envelops them all.  Now the shrine, the tabernacle, is Jesus’ own body. 
 

“While he was saying this, a cloud came and overshadowed them; and they were 
terrified as they entered the cloud.  Then from the cloud came a voice that said, “This is 
my Son, my Chosen; listen to him!”iii 
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Here on the mountaintop Jesus is seen and heard clearly to be holy, immense, powerful, 
divine, the Son of God.  In that instant the three disciples see what the Psalmist earlier had 
already declared, “The Lord is king; let the peoples tremble!”iv  “Mighty King, lover of justice, 
You have established equity.  You have executed justice and righteousness.  Extol the Lord our 
God; worship at His footstool.” 

 
This what you and I are called to do Sunday by Sunday, as well as Day by Day.  But 

particularly on Sunday, to climb the mountain of holy awe-filled worship. Come to church. Enter 
into prayer.  And notice that on the mountain and in the valley, everything is permeated with 
prayer.   
 
 The modern tragedy is that so often the object of our worship is someone or something 
other than the Holy God.   We stay in a two-dimensional world of black and white, worshipping 
only what we can see and measure and touch; money, houses, careers, sports, when we are 
invited through worship into a technicolor three-dimensional, world and encounter the Holy 
One.  
 

The Transfiguration, as well as most of the stories of faith in the Bible, will not make any 
sense as long as we remain in a black and white two-dimensional world.  It is through worship, 
offering our prayers to God, hearing God’s Word, receiving God’s grace in the sacraments, that 
we are lifted, opened, given eyes to see, ears to hear, hearts to love, and minds to think ---- 
wills to respond ---all from Holy Worship. We are then ready as we say at the end of every 
service, to “Go out into the world in peace.” Reminded as we leave through every door of this 
church, “You are entering the Mission Field.” 

 
II 

That is precisely where Jesus and his inner three, Peter, James and John go next, to the 
Mission field equipped now for The Healing Moment.  Coming down off the mountain they 
encounter a great crowd who spot Jesus and a pathetic scene of this suffering little boy 
shrieking, foaming at the mouth, convulsing on the ground, a boy possessed.  Commanding the 
boy to be brought to him, “Jesus rebukes the unclean spirit, heals the boy, and gives him back 
to his father.”v 
 
 “Reclothed in his rightful mind Jesus commands the unclean spirit to depart, and the 
boy is made whole again.  This is the second and necessary part of our faith, to trust God on the 
mountain, and then to obey God in the valley.  Our life of faith is not either worship or service, 
it is not piety or social action, it is both/and.  Worship of God that inspires us and equips us for 
healing service ahead in all life’s valleys.  
 
 Such worship gives us eyes to see the needs, to hear the hurts, to respond to the 
suffering around us.  You see, apart from God’s presence in our lives and the power of prayer 
we can do nothing, and we will not see the needs of which we are capable, with God’s help, to 
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make a response.  In Mark’s account of this healing, the disciples who had remained below ask 
Jesus, “‘Why could we not cast it out’ He said to them, ‘This kind can come out only through 
prayer.’ “ 
 
 We can feel so overwhelmed with the problems around us, the challenges and suffering 
and death from a worldwide pandemic, and now the brutal unprovoked attack by Russia on the 
sovereign nation of Ukraine, a country Larry Michael visited and ministered in a few years ago, 
along with Tom Boone.  The need is so great and we can feel so small.  Yet with God all things 
are possible.  This is his Plan. And we can be a part of it. 
 

III 
We are given not only The Holy Moment through worship on the mountain, we are 

given not only The Healing Moment, through service to those suffering in the valley, but we are 
given The Whole Moment, put back together again, and able to live into the new humanity that 
is ours in Christ Jesus.  Now our lives have meaning, purpose and direction.  Now we no longer 
wander aimlessly, we are being used by God.  “Anyone who is in Christ is a new Creation!” 

 
A big part of what this church is about is being a people and a place where broken 

people can become whole again.  Recently I was getting out of my car in front of the church on 
Highland Avenue, when I noticed a man walking his dog on the sidewalk out front. This man 
paused, taking a long look up at the beautiful gothic stonework of the sanctuary, the bell tower, 
the educational building and chapel.  And I do not mean he just took a glance but walking all up 
the length of the sidewalk he gawked, virtually slack jawed, at the beauty of this church. Gazing 
at “the beauty of holiness.”  Indicative for sure of the love for Jesus generations who have gone 
before us, and built this church expressed, and now we follow in their train.  We are part of a 
great procession of generations through this place.   Later that morning I saw a number of other 
folks outside my window, being handed a sack full of groceries by Kevin Hubbard and Kelly 
Troiano and Carolyn Ashworth and Jim Price.  Inspired worship and healing service.  

 
Today we are holding our annual meeting of the congregation, in preparation for which 

members and staff prepared reports. In our Annual Report we documented a few of the ways 
this church, you, are being little Christs to one another, and to those beyond our doors.  We 
have not fixed the world yet, but we are in the fixing, the healing process, and the worshipping 
process.  Together, in worship and service, as we praise God from whom all blessings flow, we 
are being made whole.   

 
Friends I hope you appreciate the amazing team God has brought together at South 

Highland on our staff. Each person here, I believe, has come by divine appointment.  Some of us 
have come here on the other side of much foolish wandering, some of us have sensed the Spirit 
mysteriously leading us here.  There is a story of God’s grace behind each person on our staff, 
the circumstances that brought them here, and the gifts they share here, that are life-giving.   

 
To pick but one outstanding example - David Thames, our exemplary Guard and Sexton.  

Davis gave me permission to share this with you.  As many of you know, David came here 
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initially through Sunday Club, an outreach to mentally challenged adults, at the invitation of 
Jesse Stinson.  We had a need, especially in the evenings for someone to be here, visible and 
present, accompanying people to their cars in the parking lot after Wed. night suppers or choir 
or youth group.  I knew David worked as a night guard at an apartment complex so I 
approached him about whether he might consider coming onboard with us.  David did. And 
what a blessing he has been and is.  Not only as a staff member for 17 years but also as a 
congregation member for 18 years.  David was honored recently by the Alabama chapter of 
NAMI, the National Alliance on Mental Illness.  In fact, when I talked to David on Thursday to 
ask if I could share his story, he was on his way to Auburn for a three-day conference on a 
program called “Peer to Peer,” which he will lead with a group here for 12 consecutive 
Saturdays. 

 
Friends, with God’s help we are experiencing that mountain and valley must belong 

together, climbing the mountain for worship week by week, regularly, we are given power 
through the Holy Spirit to see and respond day by day to the need around us. As our elders, 
deacons and pastors promise in our ordination and installation vows, answering in the 
affirmative, “Will you pray for and seek to serve the people with energy, intelligence, 
imagination, and love?   

 
Friends we who are the Church are given power through Jesus’ life, death and 

resurrection, and now his presence is in our lives- Jesus Christ really is here with us and working 
through us, empowering us to be his lights, his healing, his gift of wholeness to a world 
shrouded in darkness, suffering, illness, and brokenness.  We are part of the Plan, “God’s power 
to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to 
know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that we may be filled with all the fullness 
of God.”vi 
 
 Last week I happened upon a set of lectures James I. McCord, President of Princeton 
Seminary when I was there, and one of my great mentors and heroes. He gave at Montreat at a 
Mission Conference way back in 1957 when I was 2 years old.  The Cold War was raging, there 
was much fear and uncertainty across the world an environment sadly eerily familiar with the 
world situation in Europe today.  His final paragraph of those lectures is a fitting and 
contemporary call to each of us on this Transfiguration Witness Season Commitment Sunday. 
Listen:  
 

“We are privileged, not cursed, to live in a time of revolution.  Whenever things are 
upset and the old order crumbles, then it is God’s opportunity to bring something new 
and better to pass in the world.  Ours is a time, then, of tremendous opportunity.   We 
must give up our preoccupation with old and static ways.  We must give up our 
fear.  We must follow the One-Man expeditionary force who has already broken camp 
to suffer and die outside the gate.  This is a summons to personal commitment, to give 
ourselves utterly to the will of God.  It is a summons also to advance in faith, not to 
linger at the beginning but to go on and possess its fullness.  It is a summons to 
evangelism.  We ought to be teaching others, instead of frittering our time away being 
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re-vived and re-evangelized every year.  It is a summons to relate our lives to God and 
join the service of Christ the King.” 
 
Mountain and Valley together! This is God’s plan for you, for me and for us as Christ’s 
Church! Amen. 

 
 
 

i James Edwards, The Gospel According To Luke, p.279 
ii Luke 9:20-22 
iii Luke 9:34-35 
iv Psalm 99:1 
v Luke 9:42 
vi Ephesians 1:18-19 

                                                 


