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‘What goes up must come down’   
Sir Isaac Newton, the famous physicist and mathematician is quoted as once saying, “What goes up must come down”. He was, of course talking about gravity. When something is thrown into the air, it will reach its highest point and inevitably be drawn back to earth by the force of gravity acting on it. 
Our story today about the transfiguration of Jesus on the mountain is not about the force of gravity, but Isaac Newton’s principle is the same – what goes up must come down. What goes up the mountain must come back down into the valley, drawn back down from a spiritual high point to the needs of the world – drawn not by the force of gravity but by the call of Christ to follow him. 
We all love mountain top experiences – maybe even literally enjoying being on the summit of a mountain. I certainly do. One of my all-time favourite things to do is to trek in the mountains. I apologize in advance for the stories and illustrations I’m very likely to use in sermons about hiking, camping, and climbing up mountains. My disclaimer is that there’s a lot of spiritual parallels to be found in hiking when you think about it!
Throughout scripture there are numerous examples of encounters with God taking place on tops of mountains. It’s a common theme, and today’s story is no exception. 
This particular mountain, in Luke 9 is not named. It could be the 3,000m high Mt Hermon. Or maybe the less lofty but significant Mt Tabor. Both, in the northern regions of Galilee. What happens there does seem quite mystical and hard to interpret, and whatever your thoughts about it, it was obviously very significant for the gospel writers. Matthew, Mark and Luke all include it in their accounts. On this mountain the disciples supposedly had a very supernatural experience, getting a glimpse of the divine and heavenly nature of Jesus. But it was just a brief glimpse. 
I remember once being on the top of Mt Wellington in Tassie, 1200m about Hobart, in a freezing gale-force wind and sleet, fully enveloped by thick clouds that were rushing by. As we stood there shivering, all of a sudden there was a gap in the clouds and we saw the amazing view, way down below us. It may have lasted 15 seconds, just a brief glimpse, then it was gone! We waited for the clouds to open again, but to no avail and so we retreated down the mountain. For Peter, James and John, that’s all they got. They may have wanted it to last longer, but no such luck. They must not stay. They must go back down. 
So what is the importance of this brief glimpse of the divine? For the gospel writers it was theologically important because the transformation into a heavenly looking being of Jesus demonstrated his divinity as the real Son of God, and the appearance of Moses and Elijah with Jesus legitimizes Jesus and sets him as the main player in God’s whole salvation narrative based in the law and the prophets. But it was also an important moment in the earthly mission of Jesus, being a physical and symbolic turning point between his work and ministry in the Galilean region and his journey south to Jerusalem and the cross. In that sense Transfiguration Sunday is also for us a turning point between the season of Epiphany, just concluded, and the season of Lent, which we are about to embark on, a season that leads up to Easter when we remember Jesus’ death and resurrection. 
Since we are in year C of the lectionary cycle, which is the year of Luke’s gospel, it’s worth noting what Luke does with this story. Like all the gospel writers, he has put his own unique mark on the story to emphasise the things important to him and important to his audience. 
It’s interesting that only in Luke do they go up the mountain to pray.(v28) The other gospels don’t mention that. It’s feature of Luke that prayer happens before some big event. Luke is wanting to remind his readers of the fundamental relationship between prayer and God’s activity in human life. That’s a pretty good lesson for us today too. 
Similarly, it’s only in Luke that the two heavenly beings, Moses and Elijah are talking with Jesus about his coming ‘departure’ (v31). The word ‘departure’ has the same meaning as ‘exodus’, which, in the same vein as Moses liberating the captive Israel, Jesus, in his exodus (via the cross) will liberate his people. 
And a third unique thing in Luke is the description of the actual experience of the disciples. Only Luke mentions them falling asleep on the mountain (v32). Why would they be sleepy? Was it a tiring climb up the mountain? Maybe Luke wants to emphasise that this experience, even though brief, was a bit too much for them. We note that a similar thing happened in the Garden of Gethsemane on the night of Jesus’ betrayal (Lk 22:45). 
Luke’s emphasis on the experience of the disciples is, in fact central to his message. The transfiguration event was for their benefit, not for Jesus. It’s meant to help them understand something and somehow prepare them for what will happen when they go down the mountain to the plains and the valleys.  
The key verse in the whole account comes when God’s voice speaks, and we note that God speaks to the disciples, saying, “This is my Son, whom I’ve chosen. Listen to him” (v35). And what is the main thing Jesus has repeatedly told them that they should listen to? It’s that he will suffer and die before being raised and that following him means taking up one’s own cross (Luke 9:22-23). Essentially Jesus is saying “The valley awaits – and it won’t be easy guys – but there is victory beyond the valley”
Peter, the ever impulsive, yet often erring disciple naturally wants the mountain top experience to last longer – and awkwardly suggests that they set up camp, with shelters to stay there. He doesn’t get it. They must go down, to the crowds, to the problems, the pain, the rejection, down to witness their Lord’s suffering, and down to face their own shortcomings and failures, which seem to happen very often with the disciples, even after their mountain top experience. In the very next episode, in part of this morning’s passage, the disciples fail in their efforts to bring healing to a boy tormented with an evil spirit. (v37-43). 
What can we take from this story today? What do you take from it?
For me, I’m challenged to somehow take the divine radiance (to use that term) of my more holy and sacred experiences (such as worship) and allow it to keep shining in and through me in my encounters with real life situations. Like Moses, who came down off the mountain after his encounter with God with his face radiant (Ex 34:29), as read to us earlier. I don’t mean of course being literally radiant, rather simply allowing his life in me to affect what I say and do, aware all the time of my own imperfection, just as the disciples were imperfect. 
I guess for me it’s about connecting the holy to the ordinary. Meister Eckhart, a German theologian of the thirteenth century wrote about this connection between the holy and the ordinary. He once wrote these words:
“The inner person is the soil in which God has sown the divine likeness and image and in which God sows the good seed, the roots of all wisdom, all skills, all virtues, all goodness—the seed of the divine nature…. This is the good tree of which our Lord says that it always bears good fruit and never evil fruit. For it desires goodness and is inclined toward goodness….” (“On the Royal Person”)
By the way, Meister Eckhart was branded a heretic by the religious authorities of his time, for misleading the peasants and uneducated people in his preaching; by telling them they were like royalty before God. What a terrible thing to say!! But he was right of course. In our humble humanness we are God’s royalty, and we do reflect his divine nature. 
In a way, this story calls us all to be transfigured! That doesn’t mean we lose our ordinariness in becoming like Christ. Quite the opposite. We are most like Christ in our ordinariness, walking alongside other ordinary people doing life, allowing his life in us to shine in some way for others to see – allowing our words and actions, or just our mere presence to be witness to our own experience of Christ. What we do down on the plain will hopefully reflect what we experience on the mountain. 
