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"Tell no one about the vision," Jesus orders his disciples in Matthew's version
 of the Transfiguration story.  This had been quite an extraordinary experience, as reported in Mark's
 and Luke's
 gospel, as well as Matthew's.   Jesus had climbed a high mountain with three of his most trusted disciples, and they had a vision of his taking on a radically changed appearance.  His clothes became dazzling white and his face shone like the sun.  Then a bright cloud moved over them, and they heard a voice from it saying, "This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him!"


Visions of various kinds are quite common in the Bible.   The reading from Exodus today
 has Moses climbing Mount Sinai and then having a cloud move over him as well -- described as an appearance of the glory of the Lord like a devouring fire.  Earlier God is described as speaking the Ten Commandments to Moses out of the smoke and fire at the top of Mount Sinai.
   


The prophet Ezekiel describes having visions of God as he was among the exiles in Babylon along the river Chebar: "As I looked, a stormy wind came out of the north:  a great cloud with brightness around it and fire flashing forth continually, and in the middle of the fire, something like gleaming amber."
  He goes on to explain that he saw winged creatures in the midst of it, and wheels, and something that seemed like a human form sitting on the likeness of a throne above it all.
  There was colorful splendor all around like a rainbow.  Now I have to say that I've seen magnificent storms with lots of colors and billowing clouds in which I could imagine various shapes and forms, followed by rainbows, but Ezekiel says that "This was the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the Lord,"
 and then the Lord speaks to him out of the cloud.  
Daniel, of lion's den fame, also has a number of visions, one of them along the River Tigris, after fasting for three weeks.  On a particular day he looks up into the sky and suddenly sees a man clothed in linen with a face like lightening and eyes like flaming torches.  The sounds of his words are like the roar of a multitude.  Daniel's strength leaves him as he experiences this great vision above him, and he falls, face to the ground, in a trance.


Now are these kinds of visions only biblical?  That is, have they been only experienced by great figures in the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament, or are they available to us moderns today as well?  Well, listen to these words of Pulitzer prize-winning author Annie Dillard, born in 1945, who taught in the English Department at Wesleyan for more than two decades; she's describing an experience she had when living on an island in Puget Sound, Washington.  She's walking along a road after coincidentally buying a bottle of communion wine for her little local church:

"The landscape begins to respond as a current upwells.  It is starting to clack with itself... Above me the mountains are raw nerves, sensible and exultant... There is something stretched or jostling about the sky... I see, blasted, the bay transfigured below me [Note the word "transfigured" here on Transfiguration Sunday]... the bay and the islands on fire and boundless beyond it, catching alight the unraveling sky.  Pieces of the sky are falling down.  Everything, everything is a whole, and a parcel of everything else.  I myself am falling down, slowly, or slowly lifting up.......Hoopla!  All that I see arches, and light arches around it.  The air churns out forces and lashes the marveling land... A hundred times through the fields and along the roads I've cried Holy.... Ladies and gentlemen!  You are given insects and birdsong, and a replenishing series of clouds.  The air is buoyant and wholly transparent, scoured by grasses.  The earth stuck through it is noisome, lighted and salt.  Who shall ascend into the hill of the Lord?  or who shall stand in his holy place?  'Whom shall I send,' heard the first Isaiah, 'and who will go for us?'  And poor Isaiah, who happened to be standing there -- and there was no one else -- burst out, 'Here I am; send me.'"


So Annie Dillard is calling us, ladies and gentlemen, to wake up and smell a lot more than the roses and see a lot more than a series of clouds.  She's asking us to walk through the fields and along the roads, like she's done a hundred times, and ourselves to cry Holy.  We're all called, not just the biblical prophets like Isaiah and Ezekiel.  We're all called to ascend into the hill of the Lord and stand in his holy place.


But how can post-Enlightenment people talk and think and feel like this?  I believe it began for us with the English Romantic poets of the eighteenth century like William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, followed by the American Transcendentalists of the nineteenth century like Ralph Waldo Emerson and Margaret Fuller, and then nature writers of the twentieth century like Annie Dillard and Mary Oliver.  Can we align ourselves with them, at least from time to time, and experience visions of transfiguration, at least out in nature if not in other places?


I describe in my book Finding Your Religion a visionary experience I had one night on a Florida beach during a spring break in college.  I was visiting my grandmother, who lived a couple of hours north of Miami.  I'd come home from a party around midnight, and decided to take a walk and look at the ocean before going to bed.  After scrambling down some steps in the seawall, I found myself alone on a wide stretch of sand.  The moon was supposed to be full that night, but the sky was covered by high clouds that transmitted moonlight as if through a diaphanous veil.  Large smooth ocean swells were slowly breaking on the beach.  I walked halfway down to the water and stood for a long time, mesmerized by the rhythmic sound of the waves, the white line of surf that appeared and disappeared, and the sweet, warm breeze rustling my shirt.

     
Suddenly the moon burst through the clouds with a single shaft of light, focused directly on me.  As if in a Cecil B. deMille movie, I was at the center of a drama, with the surf beginning to sound like music and the air electrified with anticipation of what was going to happen next.  Unconsciously I stretched out my arms at my sides, palms up.  I could feel my heart beating within my chest.  It seemed timed to the breaking of the waves.  The moonlight appeared to pulsate with the same rhythm.  The breeze became one with my own breath.  The moon hole in the clouds kept widening until the whole beach was bathed in white light.  Everything throbbed with connection.

     
It was all too much, too charged.  I fell to my knees and rocked back on my heels.  Harmony, fusion, fullness.... Words like that filled my mind.  I had a strong sense of presence:  of my being fully present in the world and the world being utterly present to me.  Was there something more?  A divine presence too?  Was God going to speak to me from the clouds?  I tried to listen.  Hyper-aware, I also looked, and smelled, and felt.

There's another whole other part of this story which it would take too long to describe now, but I was then visited by a huge sea turtle that came out of the ocean, struggled up the sand, laid eggs just a few feet away from me, and then returned to the sea.  I became electified by what was going on.  "So this is it!" I thought.  "The great cycle of life is being elucidated for me -- and only for me -- on this big wide beach, here and now."  Why?  Was this just a random moment?  Was it a coincidence that a shaft of moonlight had aligned everything around me just before this turtle emerged?  Was it simply happenstance that with so much Florida shoreline available, this turtle had dragged herself up to within a few yards of where I was kneeling?

     
I didn't have any answers, but I felt very grateful to have been visited in this way.  Whether my conscious mind liked it or not, it all seemed like a transfiguration.   But once the turtle disappeared into the ocean, the beach scene returned to just what it had been when I'd come: high clouds covering the moon, smooth ocean swells, and a warm tropical breeze in the middle of the night.  Had anything really happened?  Had I hallucinated all of this?  All I knew was that something had knocked me to my knees and kept me there.  And a clearly marked path lay before me in the sand, up from the ocean and back down again.


What kinds of visions, what kinds of transfigurations, have each of you experienced at some time or another out in nature?  Or if you haven't yet, is there a way to open yourself to the possibility... to become alert or awake or conscious in a new way?  Maybe listening to some of our post-Enlightenment reporters will help you remember or experience for the first time.  Here's an example from William Wordsworth, when he was walking one day in the Alps:

Black drizzling crags that spake by the wayside 

As if a voice were in them, the sick sight 

And giddy prospect of the raving stream, 

The unfettered clouds and region of the Heavens, 

Tumult and peace, the darkness and the light–

​Were all like workings of one mind, the features 

Of the same face, blossoms upon one tree; 

Characters of the great Apocalypse, 

The types and symbols of Eternity, 

Of first, and last, and midst, and without end....


Perhaps that's too archaic sounding, though, and enhanced by too much symbolism and theology, for us modern rationalists.  Or perhaps it's the case, as Wordsworth reminds us in a sonnet, that 


The world is too much with us; late and soon,


Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers:


Little we see in Nature that is ours;


We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon!


The Sea that bears her bosom to the moon;


The winds that will be howling at all hours;


And are up-gathered now like sleeping flowers;


For this, for everything, we are out of tune;


It moves us not.


The nineteenth century American Transcendentalists of Concord, Massachusetts, picked up the English Romantics' sensibilities.  Margaret Fuller, the first editor of the Transcendentalist magazine The Dial describes an experience she had on Thanksgiving Day when she was 21 that changed her life.   She'd left an especially dreary and uninspiring church service and went walking for miles, feeling lost and in some pain.  Then, she sat down beside a small pond:  “Suddenly the sun shone out with transparent sweetness and passed into my thoughts a beam of light which has never since departed from me. I saw that … I had only to live in the idea of the All, and that the All was mine."


Fellow Transcendentalist Ralph Waldo Emerson makes it clear that there have been times in walking in the woods that he's felt "that nothing can befall me in life, --no disgrace, no calamity... which nature cannot repair.  Standing on the bare ground, -- my head bathed by the blithe air, and uplifted into infinite space, --all mean egotism vanishes.  I become a transparent eye-ball.  I am nothing.  I see all.  The currents of Universal Being circulate through me; I am part or particle of God."


Then if we move to the late twentieth century, with nature poet Mary Oliver, visions of transfiguration in nature begin to sound like this, and they can occur everyday: 


I am a woman sixty years old and of no special courage.


Everyday – a little conversation with God, or his envoy


the tall pine, or the grass-swimming cricket.


Everyday – I stare at the world; I push the grass aside


and stare at the world….


The spring pickerel in the burn and shine of the tight-packed water...


the green throats of the lilies turning from the wind.


This is the world….


Everyday – I have work to do:


I feel my body rising through the water


not much more than a leaf...and I am the pale lily who believes in God,


though she has no word for it...


I am the dusty toad who looks up unblinking


and sees (do you also see them?) the white clouds


in their blind, round-shouldered haste;


I am a woman sixty years old, and glory is my work.


"Tell no one about the vision" of the Transfiguration, Jesus tells his disciples. "until after the Son of Man has been raised from the dead."
  So now we can tell everyone, all the time, if we have eyes to see, ears to hear, and a spirit open to visions that are here for each of us to experience right now.

BENEDICTION
(The closing words are Emerson's:)

"Let us learn the revelation of all nature and thought;

That the Highest dwells within us, that the sources of nature


are in our own minds.

Within us is the soul of the whole;  the wise silence,

The universal beauty, to which every part and particle


is equally related, the eternal One.
  AMEN.
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