Sermon for the Sunday next before Lent, Sunday 15 February 2026, Carlisle Cathedral
Exodus 24: |2-end; Matthew 17: 1-9

Whatever year we find ourselves in, on this Sunday, the Sunday next before Lent we always read and reflect
on the story of the Transfiguration. That story, which we have just heard, where Jesus stands on the mountain
top and, with Moses and Elijah, as our first hymn reminded us, Jesus’

glory fills the night;
Thy face and garments, like the sun,
Shine with unborrowed light.

Itis a story whose imagery asks us to look forward and backward at the same time. It asks us to look forward
to the consummation of the story of God’s love in Jesus as a pre-echo of his resurrection and ascension.
The regular placing of this story on this Sunday next before Lent means that it acts like the overture to an
opera or musical, reminding us of the great tunes which will finish this story we are about to enter.

If the imagery of the Transfiguration asks us to look forwards, it also invites us to look backwards. As we
find in our Old Testament reading this image of seeking and experiencing a moment of divine transcendence
on a mountain top is not limited to the story of the Transfiguration. As we our Old Testament story begins:

The Lord said to Moses, “Come up to me on the mountain, and wait there”

In this instruction Moses is not doing some new or novel rather this story follows the expected pattern of
divine experience. Meeting God on a mountain top is that pattern that would have been expected between
the gods of the ancient world and their people. Like Zeus and Aphrodite (looking like Laurence Olivier and
Ursula Andress) in flowing white robes looking down with benign disinterest on the lives of the mortals that
worshipped them.

However, it would be wrong to see the story of the Transfiguration as a re-heated version of these ancient
religious patterns of mountain top worship.

This is after all the error that Peter makes. Experiencing God’s presence on that mountain top in the
transfigured form of Jesus he exhibits a sort of religious muscle-memory. Peter’s instinct is to hold and
preserve that experience of a mountain-top God.

“Lord, it is good for us to be here; if you wish, | will set up three dwellings here, one for you, one for Moses,
and one for Elijah.”

But this mountain-top God is not the pattern of God we find in Jesus, rather in Jesus we have a God who
we not only encounter on the mountain top, but also the God who comes down the mountain to dwell with
us.

This might seem like a rather prosaic point to make; after all once you’ve been up a mountain you inevitably
have to come down. We though get a glimpse of this deeper meaning in the words of our opening hymn.

Tis good, Lord, to be here!

Yet we may not remain;

But since you bid us leave the mount,
Come with us to the plain.

If we read on in the story of the Exodus we would find the dramatic turn in that story comes not in the
experience of God on the mountain, or the giving of the law in the ten commandments, but later when God

comes down the mountain to guard and travel through the wilderness with God’s chosen people.

And God said: “My presence will go with you, and | will give you rest”.

The deep truth we find in the story of the Transfiguration, and in the story of the Exodus, is not that we can
find divine favour and religious experience in these mountain top experiences. That is something that be
found in many other religious traditions and expressions. The dramatic truth of the Transfiguration, and pre-
echoed in the story of the Exodus, is that that vision of God’s glory and power and transformation comes in
that same God coming down the mountain into the muddiness and messiness of our ordinary lives.

This image of God coming down the mountain is one which has fascinated me for many years. As some of
you already know when | was a parish priest, | developed a pattern of worship called God’s Tent. At its heart
was and is a deceptively simple idea. Using a six-metre Bell-Tent we would “pitch” God’s Tent in different
locations in the landscapes of rural Northumberland where | worked to explore the stories of God’s love in
those places.

But this simple idea pulled on a deep metaphor of the reality of God’s presence revealed to us in Jesus Christ.
As the story of the Exodus continues, and God dramatically and scandalously comes down the mountain it
is in a tabernacle, or dwelling, or tent that God dwells with his people. This is an image which St John then
draws on in the prologue to his Gospel when he tells that in Jesus, “the Word became flesh and dwelt among
us” or as it can also be translated “the Word became flesh and pitched his tent among us”.

It is this truth of God’s tent-dwelling love that we come to know in Jesus Christ.

That in Jesus, in this movement down the mountain, we discover a God who does not remain removed from
our experience. Instead, we learn of the God who comes to dwell with his people. This is a God who does
not judge or reject the messiness of the lives of his people. This is a God who comes to dwell amongst them
in the tent pitched in their midst.

This is a reality which got to know quite literally through the pitching of God’s Tent in my old parish. It was
a way of knowing God which by its very nature is muddy and messy. We would pitch in fields and woods
where we get wet and muddy, where we fall over and get our hands dirty. What we found was a way of
getting to know God which acknowledges that our lives are very often more like the muddiness and
messiness of God’s Tent than the serenity and beauty of a mountain-top experience.

As we look to begin our Lenten journey, we will discover again the truth and reality of who God is for us in
Jesus Christ.

That the God who, in Jesus, stood transfigured before Peter and the other disciples is the God who comes
down the mountain to dwell in the mud and mess of our everyday lives.

That the God who, in Jesus, pitched his tent among us to be born in the mud and mess of a stable.
That the God who, in Jesus, will stand in the mud and mess of the place of the skull and mix with it his own
blood and sweat is the same God who will draw us through the mud and mess of human pride and sinfulness

to the transforming hope of the Easter garden, and incomparable glory of the mountain of his Ascension.
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