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Transfiguration 
 
I find it interesting that most of Jesus’ ministry, including most of his teaching, 
occurs in the outdoors, slightly away from the hustle and bustle of town life. More 
often than not we find Jesus on the lakeshore, or by the river, or on the hillside, 
or in the garden or in the desert. And whether he’s off praying by himself, or 
teaching and preaching to great crowds, Jesus seems to have had a particular 
fondness for mountains.  
 
This strategy of his of teaching outdoors seems to be confirmed by recent 
psychological research.  I’ve been particularly intrigued the last couple of years 
by a theme that’s emerging that psychologists are calling “Attention Restoration 
Theory,” which yields a nice acronym, ART. This theory suggests that people can 
concentrate better, are more creative, and generally happier after spending time 
in nature, or even after simply looking at images of nature. The idea is that the 
natural world abounds with what the psychologists call “soft fascinations”—we 
can think here of leaves rustling in the wind, or of the snowflakes steadily falling, 
or of a few clouds drifting overhead. These “soft fascinations” beguile us quietly, 
and captivate our attention gently, leading us into a mindset that the 
psychologists call “involuntary (or effortless) attention,” which is quite different 
from what they call “voluntary (or directed) attention,” which is how we spend 
much of our time in an increasingly digital and urban world—directing our 
attention voluntarily, for example, so that we cross the sidewalk safely, and so 
that we send the email to the person that we intend to send the email to.  
 
It turns out that this type of “directed attention” mindset quickly depletes or 
fatigues our capacity for paying attention, whereas the “soft fascinations” of 
nature are able to restore these capacities. So for example, at the University of 
Michigan, one group of students took a thirty-minute walk through an arboretum, 
whereas another took a walk down a busy street. When they came back and took 
a standard concentration test, the group that walked through the arboretum 
scored on average twice as well. Or there’s another study of children with ADHD 
and it was found that a twenty-minute walk through a park worked just as well as 
the best medication at helping them concentrate. 
 
Of course the poets and philosophers have been telling us this for ages. Thoreau 
called it “the tonic of wildness,” saying that “we can never have enough nature.” 
Or John Muir, echoing Jesus’ teaching that the human spirit can’t live on bread 
alone, “Everybody needs beauty as well as bread, places to play in and pray in, 
where nature may heal and give strength to body and soul.”  
 



A recent favorite of mine has been a few short lines from the poet Wallace 
Stevens, “In my room, the world is beyond my understanding;/ But when I walk I 
see that it consists of three or four/ hills and a cloud.”  
 
And so Jesus, Peter, James, and John set out to hike a mountain, seeking that 
tonic of wildness, seeking a place to play in and to pray in, seeking to understand 
again what it is that the world consists of, seeking to have their attention restored. 
  
Scholars think that the mountain in question here was likely Mount Tabor, which 
is an isolated or lone mountain in the beautiful Jezreel valley in Israel, about 11 
miles west of the sea of Galilee. When I looked at a picture of Mount Tabor this 
week, I thought immediately of Snake Mountain, which is our own isolated 
mountain in the beautiful Champlain Valley. Mount Tabor is a bit taller at 1800 
feet to Snake Mountain’s 1200 feet, but the two are really quite similar, which I 
think can help us here in Vermont to imagine this Middle Eastern scene a bit 
better.  
 
Although the text focuses here on what happens on the peak where we find a 
paradigmatic description of a mountaintop or revelatory experience, I find myself 
here wanting to slow down the story a bit, and to think about Jesus and his 
friends first at the foot of the mountain, preparing for the ascent.  
 
I imagine that there’s a certain eagerness and excitement in the air. The four 
friends are grateful for this time apart that they have with one another—for this 
change of scenery and for this change of pace. They pause to look up at the 
mountain rising right in front of them. The peak, their destination, seems to be 
just out of view behind the first ridge. They talk about how long the hike might 
take—three hours, four hours maybe? They reminisce about the last time they 
went hiking together. Then they each look down, making sure their leather 
sandals are strapped on tightly. They look up again, this time at the sky. It’s a 
nice day. A blue sky with a few slow, puffy white clouds. The weather shouldn’t 
be a problem. It’s a good day for a hike. One last look towards the top, one last 
adjustment to their sandals, and they’re off. 
 
I imagine that their initial adrenaline takes them a good ways up the mountain 
before they make their first stop, pausing to catch a second wind. Perhaps they 
haven’t been talking much on this first leg of the hike, as each one has been 
trying to keep up with the person in front of him, and as each has been trying to 
settle in to the rhythms of the hike.   
 
When they pause, however, they get a bit more chatty. They want to know about 
the trip they’re about to take in a few days to Jerusalem, the trip that will 
eventually lead to Jesus’ imprisonment and execution. Why are we going, they 



ask. What are we going to do there? Where are we going to stay? What are we 
going to eat? What if something happens to you?  
 
I imagine Jesus, showing himself again to be a master of the Attention 
Restoration Theory, pointing out at the green valley stretching out for miles, and 
miles, and miles. Maybe he reminds them of what he taught them earlier in their 
journey together, of what he said in a sermon that also happened to be on a 
mountain, when he said: “Look at the birds of the air, they neither sow nor reap 
and yet God feeds them…and consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they 
neither toil nor spin, and yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not 
clothed like one of these…therefore do not worry about your life, what you will 
eat or what you will drink, or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more 
than food, and the body more than clothing? And can any of you by worrying add 
a single hour to your span of life? Don’t worry about tomorrow, tomorrow will 
bring worries of its own, but seek first the kingdom of God in this moment, and 
you’ll have what you need, all that you could ever need.”  
 
And so they all pause a bit longer and look out at the world together, looking out 
at all the “soft fascinations” of nature, looking out at what the Chinese mountain 
poets and landscape painters referred to as “the rise and fall of the ten thousand 
things”—the sparrow landing on the pine branch, then taking off again just as 
quickly; the wind making the forest sing and sway for a moment, before leaving 
behind only silence and stillness; and in the distance, the cloud shadow drifting 
across the field of barley.  
 
With one more deep breath, they take it all in, trying to savor the moment, and 
then they set off again, this time intent on making the summit. The rest of the hike 
up I imagine them becoming more and more in step with the rhythms of the 
mountain, with the rhythms of the hike, with the conversational rhythms of one 
another, with the rhythms of the day, such that by the time they reach the peak, 
they’ve become fully attuned to the moment, they’ve merged with occurrence. 
And then, in something like the state of having their attention restored to 
maximum capacity, they finally see what’s right in front of them, and what’s been 
right in front of them the whole time.  
 
And he was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun... 
 
  
Or I like how the pastor Eugene Peterson has translated it in his version that’s 
called The Message:   
 
His appearance changed from the inside out, right before their eyes. Sunlight 
poured from his face. 
 



In his commentary on this passage, the second-century theologian Irenaeus had 
a great insight about what the Transfiguration of Jesus on the mountain meant 
and still means when he said about it that, “The glory of God is a human being 
fully alive.” 
 
And so it is that there on the top of the mountain—there, suspended somewhere 
between earth and sky—Jesus, Peter, James, and John—they find themselves 
completely exposed, exposed to the elements and to one another, and there in 
that moment it’s as if they realize and marvel at the fact that there’s really nobody 
else for them to be but themselves, and when the disciples look at Jesus through 
these clear eyes they finally see him for who he really is. And like each of us 
when we’re seen for who we are by another, Jesus glows with a sense of 
recognition, he glows for having been seen.  
 
On the top of the mountain, they look at Jesus and they see a human being fully 
alive, which is to say that they look at Jesus and they see the glory of God. And 
then Peter, he gets it right in the end, even though he tries and fails to capture 
and make permanent what is an inherently fleeting and passing moment, he gets 
it right when he states the obvious and says simply that, “it’s good to be here.” 
Indeed, even here on humble Weybridge Hill, here where we also can be about 
the business of recognizing and being recognized, here where we can glow. 
 


