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Crossing the threshold 
Pitt Street Uniting Church, 14 February, 2021 

A Contemporary Reflection by Rev Gareth Thomas-Burchell 

Transfiguration Sunday B 

2 Kings 2: 1-12; Mark 9: 2-9  

This reflection can be viewed on You Tube at https://pittstreetuniting.org.au/spirit/reflections/ 
 

 

In this day and age of the need, and sometimes, demand for watertight definitions, it is 
a challenge to comment and explain mystery and belief, and especially the stories as told in 
todays’ readings. The stories of Elijah being whisked up into the heavens by a whirlwind and 
in a chariot, and Jesus appearing in a dream-like and bright co-existence with Elijah and 
Moses … they defy logic and any leverage to tap into human experience. We cannot explain it 
on our own terms! 

We are then left to use a huge dollop of our imagination to even begin to try make 
sense of it all. These are stories that make a point and it would be folly to try to explain them 
within the realms of human experience. These stories are an invitation to simply be awed by 
God’s presence and to not begin to explain. Instead, to simply say that expression that young 
people come out with a lot these days – “oh my God”– without any kind of blasphemy and 
really mean it!  Saying: “oh my God” would be entirely appropriate. So let the stories sit and 
wash over, and allow yourselves to bask in God’s presence. 

These stories seem a world away from what we live with presently. The reality of 
pandemic and the frustration of a forced constricted lifestyle, and the on-again/off-again laws 
to wear masks and practice physical distance, and wishing for the old world of normal grips 
most of us. We yearn for the dream-like stories of Transfiguration that can transport us away 
from normal, and we wish for the magic of cure and remedy. Wouldn’t it be nice to be wafted 
away from fear and inconvenience to a place of safety and certainty?  

With the advent of the release of COVID vaccines (coming up, I ‘m not sure when), the 
mood of longing for the event has been challenged by some who doubt that the vaccine will be 
effective … some are even saying that the vaccine treatment could be dangerous. But, we look 
forward to it anyway. And this is after exhaustive scientific research and testing. When there is 
a claim that something is scientifically proven, from cold tablet cure to toothpaste 
effectiveness to the magical health benefit of a vitamin supplement, it seems that the masses 
should have confidence everything is safe and OK to use and consume – because it is 
“scientifically proven”, it says in the ads. Scientific proof appears to be the by-word for 
certainty and safety.  

This week, today, we celebrate Transfiguration Sunday, the climax of the season of 
Epiphany. With the season of Epiphany focusing on the gradual revealing of Jesus’ identity, it is 
not surprising to see that our lectionary readings today are full of strange wonders. Fiery 
chariots. Dazzling clothes. Magic mantles. Blinding clouds.  
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In our Old Testament reading, Elijah ascends to heaven in a spectacular whirlwind. In 
the Gospel, Jesus reveals his divinity on a light-soaked mountaintop. There is nothing subtle 
about either of these stories. After the hints and glimmers we experienced during Epiphany, 
when we heard stories of Jesus revealing all the time, today we stand with undimmed eyes and 
witness God’s glory in its fullness. 

As one commentator notes, strangely these are not happy stories. As miraculous and 
light-filled as they are, each story conveys bewilderment and loss. Why? Because embedded in 
each is a threshold.  When we come across a threshold, there is a little challenge there. There 
is a change. A boundary line marking a “before” and an “after.” And let’s face it: we human 
beings rarely cross thresholds without hesitation. Pitt St Uniting Church is about to step onto a 
threshold, into a new way of being.  

Debie Thomas, who I’ve quoted a few times, of Journeying with Jesus says: 

Sometimes we cross over in grief, already pining for what we’re leaving behind. 
Sometimes we move forward in fear, convinced that whatever lies ahead will be beyond 
our capacity to handle. Sometimes we refuse to cross over at all until raw, wrenching 
necessity forces us to put one foot in front of the other. 

Debie continues: 

I don’t believe that our hesitation makes us unspiritual or unworthy. It makes us human 
and cautious. But what this week’s lectionary teaches us, is that thresholds are essential 
to the life of faith. Risky as it is, crossing over is what keeps our faith dynamic. Without 
thresholds, without evolution, without change, we die. 

Transfiguration is not only for Jesus. We often have that idea: oh yes, that happened to 
Jesus. It is also for us. We too are called to Transfiguration – it’s a calling - and to join Jesus on 
the journey. We are called into the liminal space, the thin space between being still, to moving 
on to the next thing that God is calling.  

For the mountaineer, it is not the ascent to the peak that is the full objective. It is not 
the most dangerous either. (We think that going up is the most dangerous.) After the 
awestruck moments of seeing the view from the top, the dreaded moment comes when they 
know that the descent is calling. And that’s when it gets really dangerous. That is when most 
mountaineers die off Everest. It’s the descent!  

Being at the top, though amazing and terrifying, is life giving only for a moment. 
Descent is the calling to the living. That is dangerous, but that is also the necessary journey 
that follows the mountaintop and Transfiguration. That is the threshold to cross.  

Transfiguration takes us from voyeurism to participation. We are no longer watching, 
like the disciples have been watching Jesus in action, but now they find themselves invited to 
take part – as are we.  Peter wanted to remain transfixed and wanted to make permanent his 
present experience. He thought that making a memorial would enable a formula for recreating 
that experience. He tried to own the God created moment so that he could reproduce it for his 
own convenience.  

He did not get that God keeps on creating new things, and that we are called to be co-
creators with God, and that requires taking one step after another and moving from the 
mountaintop to the valleys and lowlands.  
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Regardless of the particulars that we can think of at the moment, we all know what it’s 
like to get used to one way of being in the world. One way of knowing God, one way of 
practicing our vocations, one way of relating to our families, one way of “doing” church, one 
way of doing worship, one way of doing faith, and one way of doing religion. We think there’s 
only one way when we’ve been transfixed in it for a long time. We know in ourselves that 
stagnation is not a good thing, as is the sometimes fixed ways of living and our lifestyle.  

 

Could this be the same for the friends of Jesus who have spent years following him all 
over the countryside, listening to his teachings, and witnessing his miracles? By the time Jesus 
invites them to the mountaintop, they have good reason to believe that they know Jesus. They 
think that they know everything about Jesus by this stage. They know him as a teacher, a 
storyteller, a healer, and a traveling companion. His face, his manners, his mission – they’re all 
are familiar to them. Familiar, endearing, and safe. They’re in for a little surprise! 

Then, on the mountain, the unimaginable happens. Before their eyes, Jesus changes, 
becoming at once both fully himself and fully strange at the same time. And suddenly, Jesus’s 
stunned disciples find themselves standing on a threshold.  

The man they thought they knew is suddenly more, suddenly other. Other than what 
they have understood so far. Almost to the point that it’s incomprehensible for them. They see 
this man – and they’re saying: Who is this guy? 

In other words, one phase of their life and their comprehension is ending. What will it 
be like to begin another understanding? They have journeyed with Jesus the minister, the 
rabbi, the healer. Will they now journey with him towards the cross? Or will they insist — as 
Peter briefly does in his fear and confusion - on remaining exactly where they are, sedentary 
and safe, even on a mountain top? 

On Transfiguration Sunday, today, we come to the end of another liturgical season. 
Having seen the lights of Epiphany, the revealing of Jesus gradually, we have been almost 
blinded by the Transfiguration, and now we prepare for the long shadows of Lent.  

I don't know what thresholds we’ll encounter in the wilderness in the next 6 weeks. I 
don’t know how God may invite us to change, to grow, to cross over. And I don’t know what 
losses and sorrows those crossings will include. But if this week’s stories bear witness to 
something true about the life of faith, we can also trust in the God who invites us to cross over. 

Transfiguration is a calling for all of us.  We are called to the threshold and beckoned to 
cross over.  

What is it that God is calling you to? Do you see yourself in Jesus? Do you see yourself 
in the one who is shining on the hill?  

When you do, you will hear the words say to you, “This is the one that I love!” Not only is 
God referring to Jesus here. God is also referring to you. All of you. 

This is the one that I love. 

You are loved and transfigured and ready to descend the mountain. 
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Prayer from William Loader: 

Call to Prayer 

Let’s go up the mountain. 
Let’s go up to the place where the land meets the sky 
where the earth touches the heavens, 
to the place of meeting, 
to the place of mists, 
to the place of voices and conversations, 
to the place of listening. 

Prayer 

O God, 
We open our eyes and we see Jesus, 
the months of ministry transfigured to a beam of light, 
the light of the world, 
your light. 
May your light shine upon us. 

We open our eyes and we see Moses and Elijah, 
your word restoring us, showing us the way, 
telling a story, 
your story, his story, our story. 

May your word speak to us. 

We open our eyes and we see mist, 
the cloud of your presence 
which assures us of all we do not know 
and that we do not need to fear that. 

Teach us to trust. 

We open our eyes and we see Peter’s constructions, 
his best plans, our best plans, 
our missing the point, 
our missing the way. 

Forgive our foolishness and sin 

We open our eyes and we see Jesus, 
not casting us off, 
but leading us down, leading us out - 
to ministry, to people. 

Your love endures forever. 

We open our ears and we hear your voice, 
‘This is my beloved Son, listen to him!’ 
And we give you thanks. 

Amen 


