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The Rev Dr David Pitman

Moderator — Uniting Church of Australia, QueenslaBgnod

Guest Speaker at the National Emmaus Conference
2 — 3 June 2006 at Mount Tamborine in Queensland

TRANSFIGURED BUT NOT
TRANSFIXED!

There was once a little boy who, day a

our fears and anxies about the future

day, heard exactly the same words from our concern for what others may think or
his father just before the evening meal: say about us, our prejudices and

The story f the transfiguration is a bit lik
that. You could say that it gives us a
glimpse into heaven. More than that, this

hurry up and wash your hands and come to obsessions, our latent narcissism, our need story offers us an opportunity to reflect on

the table so that we can say a prayer and to be seen as right!

the nature of mystery. There is a

eat." One day, as he made his way to the How are we to attend to God when all of fascination with the mysterious in our
bathroom, he muttered, Germs and Jesus, these really effective filters are working to western society, because we tend to live
germs and Jesus! That's all | hear around ensure that we only hear and see what is with the illusion that there is a logical
here. And | can't see either one?" comfortable and acceptable. My own explanation for everything, and even if we
In his book,Working the Angles Eugene tendencies in this regard are exposed when don't understand it yet, given enough time

Peterson  proposes that, amongst
everything else they may do, those who
are appointed to offer leadership in the
Body of Christ have one over-riding
purpose, and that is to keep the community
attentive to God. Peterson is right. There
can be nothing more important than
attending to God and helping others to
attend to God.

When | was a young Christian | was told
that | should read a section of the Bible
every day, spend time in prayer and seek
to be truthful to God in my daily life. It
took many years for me to understand:
*that in reading the Bible | needed to be
listening for what God might want to say
to me rather than trying to impose my
understanding on the words before me
*that in praying | needed to say a lot less
and be far more attentive to the voice of
the Spirit

*and that in trying to be faithful to God |

| attend to what God says to me through and effort one day we will.
the Gospel stories about how Jesus himself Such an attitude is understandable, given
attended to God. Some of these stories in the capacity of the human mind, but the

particular are primary indicators of what
attending to God really means. This
morning | want to focus on the story of the
transfiguration.

Luke 9: 28-36

28 Now about eight days after these
sayings Jesus took with him Peter and
John and James, and went up on the
mountain to pray. 29And while he was
praying, the appearance of his face

reality is that not only will some things
always remain a mystery, it is actually a
good thing that they do! It is not helpful
for human beings to live with the illusion
that, given sufficient time and opportunity,
they will eventually know everything and
be able to do anything. The most
dangerous people on earth are the ones
who think they know everything!

That is why our relationship with God is

changed, and his clothes became dazzling grounded in faith. Having faith is not an

white. 30Suddenly they saw two men,
Moses and Elijah, talking to him. 31They
appeared in glory and were speaking of his
departure which he was about to
accomplish at Jerusalem. 32Now Peter and
his companions were weighed down with
sleep; but since they had stayed awake,
they saw his glory and the two men who

needed to give as much heed to what was stood with him. 33Just as they were

in my heart as to what | was actually
doing.

Peterson writes'.

Three pastoral acts are so basic, so critical,
that they determine the shape of
everything else. The acts are praying,
reading Scripture, and giving spiritual
direction
None of these acts is public, which means
that no one knows for sure whether or not
we are doing any of them.

( Working the Angles, pp 3-4)

It is my personal experience, as well as my
perception of what happens for many
others, that we actually' find this really
hard to do!

It is so much easier to bring to this
demanding process of attending to God
our personal collection of our cynicism
about the church and other people within
it, our painful memories of things said and

leaving him, Peter said to Jesus, “Master,
it is good for us to be here; let us make
three dwellings, one for you, one for
Moses, and one for Elijah"- not knowing
what he said. 34While he was saying this,

invitation to switch off our minds and put
our brains into neutral. What faith does is
enable us to live with the mystery of God
and embrace those things we cannot see or
explain but which are, nonetheless, very
real.

The story of the Transfiguration takes us
into the realm of mystery. The fact that the
disciples were there, and have left us a
record of what happened as they saw and
heard it, doesn't make it any less a
mystery. It was a mystery for them. It is a
mystery for us. We can dismiss this story,
like many others in the Bible, as fantasy or

a cloud came and overshadowed them; and illusion, a figment of the imagination of

they were terrified as they entered the
cloud. 35Then from the cloud came a
voice that said, “This is my Son. my
Chosen; listen to him!" 36When the voice
had spoken, Jesus was found alone. And
they kept silent and in those days told no
one any tithe things they had seen.

A friend called to see the great composer,
Frederick Handel, just as he was-finishing
the last notes of the “Hallelujah Chorus”.
Handel had tears streaming down his
cheeks. The music lay on the desk in front
of him. Handel said to his friend: “I feel
that | have seen heaven itself opened
before me!”

the disciples. Or we can look into the story
for the meaning and message it
undoubtedly offers, and in so doing find
some inspiration, encouragement and
blessing for our own journey of faith.

Faith doesn't close our minds. It opens
them to new ideas, new possibilities, and
new adventures. On the mountaintop, the
disciples attended to God and were hugely
privileged to hear a powerful and moving
affirmation of their friend Jesus. If we
collate the various gospel records of this
story, what they heard was this:

“This is my own dear Son, whom | have
chosen and with whom | am pleased.



Now this is very, very important! This
story helps us to understand that when we
are attentive to God, what we will hear is
primarily about the nature and purpose of
God revealed in Jesus Christ. The Gospel
is not about us. It is not about you and me,
except insofar as through the Good News
we receive the message of Gongs grace
and love poured out for the sake of the
world.

According to the story, what Jesus and the
disciples shared was, quite literally, a
“mountain-top experience”. We still use
that term to describe particularly important
events in our lives, the truly memorable
moments that have special significance for
us. Christians often use this language to
identify those times when they have felt
God's presence and power in a special
way.

We have to be careful, of-course, because
in talking about our own experiences we
run the risk of becoming spiritually
arrogant or of making others feel that
unless they have had experiences like ours
they are in some way inferior. It's not the
nature of the experience, or its intensity,
that matters. That's a very personal thing.
What matters is our capacity to discern the
presence and the action of God in
whatever way that happens for us, and be
able to see the meaning it has for us and
our ongoing journey of faith.

The man whispered :God speak to me."
And the bellbirds sang. But the man did
not hear.

So the man yelled, “God speak to me."

And the thunder rolled across the sky.

But the man did not listen.

The man looked around and said, “God let
me see you!”

And a star shone brightly. But the man did
not notice.

And the man shouted, “God, show me a
miracle.”

And a life was born, but the man did not
understand.

So the man cried out in despair,

“Touch me, God, and let me know you are
here”.

God reached down and touched the man.
But the man brushed the buttery away

and walked away unknowingly.

That mountaintop experience of Jesus and
the disciples that we call the
“transfiguration” was a special moment for
them.

It came when the major part of the
ministry of Jesus was completed.

Unfortunately, they didn't understand that
the best and most lasting way to celebrate
their experience was to actually live it, to
allow it to take hold of them in such a way
that this close, personal, powerful
encounter with God flowed over into their
life and ministry. Instead, they talked
about erecting a memorial!

Some time ago, David Bussau founder of
Opportunity International, was in Brisbane
and spoke at a function. In his address,
David made reference to the fact that he
owned 67 slaves, and he told it: this story.
He was on a visit to Pakistan on one
occasion and was taken to a brick kiln.
There he found a number of desperately
poor families, all of them in bondage to
the owners of the kiln, bound by
generations of debt that they would never
be able to repay. Every child born to those
families began its life already enslaved by
that same debt.

The bricks were made in the same way
they were in the time of Moses. Mud was
mixed with straw and dried in the sun.
Parents and children together worked in
the mud to make the bricks under a
broiling sun. There was no shelter to give
them shade as they worked. David saw one
father, who was very ill, lying on a
stretcher and propped up in such a way
that he could still reach out and mix the
mud and straw.

Then, before his very own eyes, David
saw a baby die. The mother took the little
body to one side, dug a shallow grave,
buried her baby, and returned to work. She
knew that she would have to produce
another child as soon as she could in order
to mortgage it to the owner of the kiln as
further collateral for the debt they could
never hope to repay.

David went away from the kiln deeply
troubled and prayed for a way forward.
And this is what he did. He bought some
land, enough to develop a brick kiln and
build a number of houses. When
everything was ready he went back to the
original kiln and bought the 67 slaves,
paying oft-their debt for the equivalent of a
few hundred Australian dollars. He then
employed them at the new kiln and paid
them wages.

The families built houses for themselves
on the land provide. Shade cloth was
erected to protect the workers from the hot
sun. A Child Care Centre was established
to look after the younger children and the
older children began to attend school. Free

Jesus was already on his way to Jerusalem of debt and able to earn an income, those

where arrest and crucifixion awaited him.
Just as he had found assurance and
affirmation in the experience of his
baptism, so now he was strengthened and
encouraged for the really difficult and
dangerous days that lay ahead.

There is a very important lesson for us in
this. Having shared in that special moment
on the mountain, the disciples who were
with Jesus wanted to preserve it in some
way. That was a natural enough reaction in
the context of a memorable experience.

families embraced a whole new way of

life.

Once they were well established, David set
about redeeming another group of slaves
and starting the whole process again just
for them.

There is no lasting value in erecting

memorials to remind us of the times and

ways in which our lives have been touched

and blessed by God's love and grace. The

to go down from the mountain and get on
with our lives. Memorials stay put. Jesus
calls us to continue with him on the
journey. It is significant that in Matthew's
gospel, when Jesus and the disciples
descend from the mountain, they are
immediately involved in a human crisis.

We can't hang on to our mountaintop
experiences as if they are our personal
possession.

The true validity of our faith and our
relationship with God is measured only by
the way in which we express it in love and
action! We may not be able to explain very
well in words how God has touched and
blessed us, but we can demonstrate it over
and over again through our commitment to
love and serve others in the name of
Christ.

There is a church built high up in the
mountains of Switzerland. It is a beautiful
church, built with great care by the local
villagers. But, as there is no electricity in
the area, the church has no lights.
However, every Sunday night, you were
there, you would see the people making
their way up the steep pathway to the
church carrying lanterns to show the way,
and as they enter the church the glow of
the lanterns lights up the church from
within. Then, when the worship service is
over, and the people go home, they take
their lanterns with them. The light goes
back out into the world and the building is
dark once again.

That little church is a symbol of the
Kingdom of God! The light of Christ will
only be seen, whether inside the church or
out in the world, as it is revealed in and
through you and me. And that light will
only shine while we are constantly,
faithfully and expectantly attending to
God!

So, what happened when Jesus and the
disciples descended from the mountain?
Luke 9: 37-43:

On the next day, when they had come
down from the mountain, a great crowd
met him. Just then a man from the crowd
shouted “teacher, | beg you to look at my
son; he in my only child. Suddenly a spirit
seizes him, and all at once he shrieks. It
convulses him until foams at the mouth; it
mauls him and will scarcely leave him. |
begged your disciples to cast it out, but
they could not." Jesus answered, “You
faithless and perverse generation, how
much longer must | be with you and bear
with you? Bring your son here." While he
was coming the demon dashed him to the
ground in convulsions. But Jesus rebuked
the unclean spirit, healed the boy, end gave
him back to his father. And all were
astounded at the greatness of God.

There's a television game show, still
screening as far as | know, in which the
contestants are chosen from the audience
and told to COME ON DOWN!" At that
moment they cease to be observers and
become participants. They are no longer

truth about mountaintop experiences is there just to watch. As their names are
that, like Jesus and the disciples, we have

called they become players, an essential



part of the action. The programme coulc

go on without them.

There's a really big difference between
being a spectator and actually becoming
part of the action. I've played a lot of
competitive sport over the years -
Australian Rules football, cricket, tennis,
hockey and basketball. it's all behind me
now, but | still have dreams from time to
time in which | kick ten goals or make a
hundred runs! I'm sure my dreams reflect
that part of me that would still prefer to be
out there playing the game.

Much of the New Testament is a manifesto
about being participants rather than
observers. The story of the Transfiguration
of Jesus, strange as it may seem, is
consistent with that theme. As | so often
say in my sermons, you have to read the
Bible contextually. Unless we know what
comes before and after the bit we happen
to be reading at the time, we are almost
certainly going to miss something very
important.

The transfiguration story in Luke’s Gospel
is preceded by a conversation in which
Jesus tells his disciples of his own
impending death and resurrection, and
makes it clear that those who want to
follow him must also be prepared to lay
down their lives for his sake. And it is
followed by the incident | read a few
moments ago.

In this way, Luke seeks to ensure that we
do not read the story of the transfiguration
as an isolated account of a special spiritual
experience, but as an integral part of Jesus'
whole life and ministry. If we separate the
transfiguration of Jesus from his death and
resurrection it loses much of its
significance and impact. If we look at it
apart from his encounter with the
distraught father and his epileptic son, we
miss much of what Luke wanted us to
understand, both about Jesus and the life
of discipleship into which he calls you and
me.

It could be argued that the most important
part of the transfiguration story is
contained in the words, “when they had
come down from the mountain!" (v. 37)
Why is that?

Firstly, the transfiguration story represents
a brief interlude in a continuing journey, a
journey that is taking Jesus and his
disciples toward Jerusalem, and the cross!
No matter that they had been caught up in
an exciting and inspiring time together,
Jesus and the disciples could net stay on
the mountain. They had to come down and
continue their journey to Jerusalem. Only
then could they fulfil God's plan and

purpose.
Secondly, we must not make the mistake
of artificially separating  spiritual

experience from day-to-day discipleship.
The real significance of-the transfiguration

the wel-known words, ['Faith withot
works is dead.” (James 2: 17, 26)

We must understand that the reality of
Christian discipleship is undergirded by
our experience of God's grace. The
significance of the transfiguration is not
diminished by what followed when Jesus
and the disciples came down from the
mountain. It was a powerful, poignant and
memorable moment. But it takes on a

When David discovered that Methibeth
was still alive he invited him to the palace.
Methibosheth came in fear, believing that
David meant to have him killed. However,
David welcomed Methibosheth warmly,
invited him to sit at table with the royal
family, and promised him a home for as
long as he lived.

In the friendly welcome that David
afforded Methibosheth, in his willingness

whole nets dimension as Jesus reaches outto forgive, in his warm and generous

his hand in love and grace to heal a
tormented child. And its true significance

is revealed as Jesus goes to Jerusalem andentirely

to his crucifixion and resurrection.

Exodus 34: 29-35 describes how Moses
came down from Mt Sinai, having spent
time with God, and carrying the tablets of
stone on which the commandments were
written. He did not realise that his face was
shining, as if reflecting the glory and
holiness of the God in whose presence he
had been. We could say, quite accurately,
that Moses had been through his own
personal experience of transfiguration. But
for Moses, as for Jesus, the time spent on
the mountain was just a brief respite from
the unceasing and challenging demands of
leadership. Being on the mountain with
God was great, but he had to come down
ti‘'om the mountain in order to fulfill his
role as the spiritual leader of his people.
There is actually a “come on down" story
in the New Testament. We find it in Luke
19. In this story, Zaccheus the tax-
collector, hated and despised by just about
everyone, climbs up into a tree to get a
good look at Jesus as he passes by.

But Jesus looks up into the tree, and into
Zaccheus' hearts and says, “Come on
down, Zaccheus, I'm going to eat in your
house today”. Jesus did more than eat with
Zaccheus. He changed his life and gave
him a whole new set of priorities and
values. The experience Zaccheus had was
demonstrated in the way he lived from that
day on!

There are too many Christians today who
pursue spiritual experience for its own

hospitality, we see the heart of God toward
each of us revealed. Here we see actions
consistent with those
demonstrated in the life and ministry of
Jesus. Here we are confronted with the
attitude and behaviour that God expects of
us! The glory of God is revealed in act: of
loving service.

William Willimon relates a personal
experience that illustrates this principle in
a helpful way. He tells of his years as a
university student in the 1960's, when
black people in the USA, under the
leadership of Martin Luther King, were
marching for freedom and equality.
Willimon was one of-many white young
adults who supported this movement,
sharing the dangers of being attacked by
militant whites or savaged by police dogs
or thrown into prison.

One hot summer day a large group of
protesters, including Willimon and Martin
Luther King himself gathered in a church
prior to a march and began to sing and
pray and listen to preacher after preacher.
This went on for some time and the white
people who were there began to look at
one another and say, “why are we here in
the sanctuary when be should be out in the
streets?"

One of Willimon's Negro friends
overheard what was being said and
responded, “We black folk have been at
this thing longer than you white people.
We knew that two hundred years of evil
wouldn't be eradicated in one march. That
preaching and those prayers and songs
kept us going for all those years, and they

sake. The experience becomes an end in would be the only thing that would keep us

itself. It is something intrinsically self-
centred and self-indulgent, There is no
accompanying desire to participate in the
kind of discipleship into which Jesus calls
us.

“If any want to become my followers, let
them deny themselves and take up their
cross daily and follow me." (Luke 9:23)

It is a healthy, life-giving balance of
personal experience and service in the
name and spirit of Christ that we seek. Just
as the transfiguration was part of the way
in which Jesus was prepared by the Holy
Spirit for his momentous journey to
Jerusalem, so our experience of God's

going. Without the power of God, without

the vision of God, we wouldn't last long

out in the battle”.

That's the secret, you see! Without the
power of God, without the vision of God,

we won't last long in the battle!

That is why we need to worship.

That is why we need to pray.

That is why we need to meet with God.
That is why we need our own experiences
of transfiguration.

If we don't, we won't last the distance. But
these experiences are never to be held on

presence and power prepares and equips usto for their own sake. It's all about being

for our life of discipleship. There is a

was demonstrated as Jesus healed the boylovely story tucked away in 11 Samuel 9:

and put him back into the arms of his
father. Years later, the Apostle James
expressed something of this truth when he
wrote a letter to the Church and penned

1-13. It is the story of Mephibosheth, who,
after David became king of Israel, was the
only surviving member of Saul's family.
He had been crippled since childhood,

REPORT OF THE

transfigured but not transfixed! We must
come down from the mountain and get on
with the work of God!

Amen.

NATIONAL SECRETARIAT CONFERENCE



Spiro Elect, frian

Breakfast, Saturday

De-commissioning
Dave

Commissioning Joh



If you have information about your Community whigbu would like to appear in the tional Newsletter
or have an article, comment, poem, etc. which yould/like published, please send to:
tampet@wcva.org.au
Please mark the subject line “Emmaus”.
The next Newsletter will be printed the first wesfkDecember 2006 [DV]

EXECUTIVE

Greg Shea—Chairman
gshea@bigpond.net.au

Chris Rose—Spiritual Director
newhope@bigpond.net.au

Joh van Sant—Secretary
joht@aapt.net.au
Treasurer—Mervyn Head
mervyn_head@netspace.net.au

SUPPORT

lan Monk—Supplies
ianmonk@bigpond.com

Charles Lawrence—Newsletter
tampet@wcva.org.au

Doug Brecknell—Website
doug@brecknell.name




