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Every time I come to this story of Jesus and his three disciples, I 

pause and wonder what the gospel writers were trying to say – really 

trying to tell those of us who came after. You see, in each of the three 

gospel stories where Jesus is transfigured, the description of Jesus’ 

power and glory is preceded by a call to discipleship, and followed by 

a healing of someone possessed of an unclean spirit.

These days most people want to focus only on the incredible vision 

that Peter, James, and John saw up on that mountain. To go up with 

Jesus and see Him with the other two symbolic pillars of Jewish faith: 

Moses and Elijah would have put these three men in a state of 

euphoria. And, that’s what a mountaintop experience is – a unique, 

usually one-time encounter, when and where we experience the 

majesty, the glory, the awe-inspiring presence of God in our lives. 

What we put from our minds is what brackets that event – the call and 

the responsibility to serve.

One of my favorite movies is about a true story. The movie, Chariots 

of Fire, tells of the British track and field team as they prepare for the 

1924 Olympic Game in Paris. Specifically, it is the story of two men, 

Harold Abrahams, a Jew studying law at Cambridge, and Eric Liddell, 

a son of Presbyterian missionaries, returned to Scotland initially to 

drum up support for his family’s missionary work in China.
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Abrahams, after a gigantic struggle as much against himself as 

against the other runners, achieved the gold medal in the 100-yard 

sprint. Liddell, the devout Christian who had refused to run on a 

Sunday, the day the 100-yard race was to be held, switched events 

and won the gold for the 400-yard competition. After the Games were 

over, the movie shows all the athletes returning to London and spilling 

out boisterously into Waterloo station, filled with joy and excitement. 

All except Harold Abrahams. We see his girlfriend waiting anxiously 
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as the crowd thins out. Only when all have gone does Harold emerge 

slowly from the train. He has achieved what he set out to do. He has 

the long-coveted prize in his hand. He has been up the mountain, and 

realized that whatever he does afterward he will never stand there 

again. He has to come down from the giddy heights and face reality.

But that reality has a different perspective now. For those of us who 

have been to the mountain and had glimpse of God’s kin-dom as did 

the three disciples with Jesus, our lives are never the same. We look 

at the suffering in the world with greater compassion. We take our call 

to discipleship more seriously. Our lives have been forever changed, 

and we know, like Harold Abrahams or Eric Liddell, that we can’t go 

back to those halcyon days.

Yet, those of you who know the story of Liddell and Abrahams also 

know that each person answered a call and took on responsibility. 

Eric Liddell returned to China to his family’s mission work, was 

captured by the Japanese in WWII, and died in a prisoner of war 

camp all while ministering to his fellow prisoners and to his guards. 

Harold Abrahams, who faced prejudice for being a Jew, took his law 

degree, became the chairman of  the British Amateur Athletic 

Association and is credited in moving track and field events from a 

minor sport to a major international competition.

Each of these Olympians who ascended to the pinnacle of their sport 

found grace in responding to their respective calls. Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer, one of the greatest theologians in the 20th century, in 

writing about grace and how we view it, says,

             Costly grace is the gospel which must be sought again and again, the gift      
which has to be asked for, the door at which one has to knock. It is costly, because it calls 
to discipleship; it is grace, because it calls us to follow Jesus Christ.  It is costly, because 
it costs people their lives; it is grace, because it thereby makes them live.

Peter, James, and John had no idea when they were on the mountain 

with the transfigured Jesus that they were getting a glimpse of God’s 

Kin-dom, and that this glimpse would lead to a cross. To them the 

experience with Jesus was certainly special, but it wasn’t until they 



came back down and then saw Jesus working among the sick, the 

unclean, the downtrodden, the outcast, that they might have begun to 

see what following Jesus was really all about.

Even today we look for the mountaintop experience. My take on 

much of contemporary worship these days is that those who insist 

that only one style of worship is the ONLY, real worship are really 
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saying that they want to stay on the mountain with a transfigured 

Jesus. Unless such worship is coupled with hands-on mission, 

serving others, demonstrating God’s love in action, it is like 

Bonhoeffer’s description of “cheap grace”, “grace without discipleship, 

“grace without the cross, “grace without the living, incarnate Jesus 

Christ.”

In our glimpsing the Kin-dom, we should want to live for the Kin-dom. 

In seeing a transfigured Jesus, we should then be ready to go out 

among the people, working to spread God’s love, seeking healing 

and reconciliation, stirring hearts and hands to join us in our witness. 

In going to the mountaintop, we are renewed and made ready, not 

just to be God’s agents in the world, but to hear and obey Jesus’ call 

to discipleship.

Next Sunday we begin the season of Lent, a time of preparation for 

the greatest tragedy and the greatest triumph. On this Sunday before 

the long march to Calvary and beyond it to the empty tomb we pause 

to catch our breath, to get a glimpse of the Kin-dom before heading 

down into the valley, into a world of sorrow, of despair, of ill-health, 

and yet, a world of opportunities to spread the Good News, to share 

God’s love with friend and stranger alike.

Let us not be content to stay on the mountaintop, for Jesus did not. 

Let us not turn aside from the struggle to transform this world, 

because Jesus did not. Let us not stop to search for the kin-dom of 



God as if it is outside our lives. For the kin-dom of which we get 

glimpses is here, now, among us as we live, work, and love together 

in the presence of Jesus the Christ, our Lord and Redeemer.

Let us pray:  O Lord, Savior of all nations, clear Light of all lights, 

King of kings, and Prince of all peace, we bow our heads to You in 

awe and wonder at Your grace and Your call to new life.  As we 

prepare to go out from this place of worship, we do so reluctantly, 

wanting to hold on to our joy of being in Your presence.  We forget 

that You are with us in our own despair and in the lives of those 

whom we meet and whom we serve.  Let us continue to hold a 

glimpse of Your kingdom as we follow Your path through Lent.  Let us 

hold to that vision of Your kingdom come, the place where Your will is 

done, in joy, in hope, in faith, and in love.  Amen.
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