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The Last Sunday of Epiphany: the gateway into Lent 

“Proclaim the greatness of the Lord our God and worship him upon his holy 
hill.” 

I imagine we all have our favourite high places. Mine is a high hill named 

Yeavering Bell, in the northern part of Britain, on the North West edge of a 

range of hills called the Cheviots. The northern face of “the Bell” rises a shear 

one thousand feet up from the plain, and at the top are the remains of the largest 

Iron Age hill fort in Europe. Type in the name on Google Earth, and you can 

still see the remains of the stone ramparts, which were occupied some fifteen 

hundred years ago. 

To the east, on a clear day, you can see the North Sea and Lindisfarne - Holy 

Island - the home of the Northern Saints: Aiden, Cuthbert, Bede. At the feet of 

Yeavering Bell are the remains of an ancient royal town next a small stream, 

where, thirteen hundred years ago a holy man named Paulinus baptised new 

Christians. Yeavering Bell is a holy hill; from its heights you are standing on the 

edge of history itself, a witness to the faithful who have walked this holy ground 

for thousands of years. I’ve climbed “the Bell” a number of times, and although 

I doubt I’ll ever climb it again, I go there often in my mind’s eye.  

From the beginnings of time humanity has felt compelled to worship the divine 

on high hills and mountains. It is there where the bridge between earth and 

heaven is believed to exist. In the Old Testament reading from the Book of 

Exodus, God tells Moses to climb Mount Sinai. On Mount Sinai God appears to 
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Moses in a bright cloud and is given the Torah, the law and ten commandments. 

Moses is changed by his experience of meeting God, and when he comes down 

the mountain his face shines from his encounter with the divine. Ever after 

Mount Sinai will be a “holy place”, and in time become the location of the 

oldest Christian monastery on earth. 

Throughout Scripture, the people of the Book build holy places on holy 

mountains. King David turned a small obscure village into Jerusalem, the “city 

built on a hill”, which in time will become the centre of faith for the three 

greatest religions on earth. This is the landscape, the human stage on which the 

account of the Transfiguration of our Lord is set. The gospels of Matthew, 

Mark, and Luke agree that Jesus took the disciples Peter, James, and John up a 

mountain where they saw Jesus in a different, brighter light - the Greek word is 

metamorphose (that is changed before them). 

The gospel writer Matthew believed that Jesus was the new Moses, so his 

account of the Transfiguration mirrors the account of Moses going up Mount 

Sinai; it was that kind of a profound experience. A generation later, the 

followers of Peter, in a letter to the faithful handed down to us, will still tell the 

story:…when that voice was conveyed to him by the Majestic Glory, saying, 

“This is my Son, my Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” We ourselves 

heard this voice come from heaven, while we were with him on the holy 

mountain. 
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But two thousand years removed, whatever the disciples experienced on that 

day, the Transfiguration of our Lord seems to us a mystery that defies empirical 

investigation or conclusions. However the disciples tried to make sense of the 

Transfiguration of Jesus, we seek a deeper theological meaning to the gospel 

writers’ remembrance of this event in the life of Jesus. As the great reformer 

Martin Luther would observe, the Transfiguration is an event where faith 

tramples underfoot all reason, sense, and understanding. 

I liken the Transfiguration to looking at those wonderful mediaeval altar 

paintings one finds in ancient cathedrals or museums of art: whilst on the 

surface they portray the artist’s rendering of historical events in the life of Jesus; 

beneath the surface of the painting they tell a greater story, how the events of 

Jesus’ life has shaped and formed the artist’s understanding - our understanding 

-  of who Jesus really is to us. 

This Sunday we stand on the edge of Lent. Over the next several weeks, one 

way or another, we are invited to climb this penitential mountain until we reach 

its summit at Easter. There, through the power of the resurrection, Jesus will be 

transfigured before us. What we make of Lent - whether to discount it or live 

into it - depends on our relationship with God, and our willingness to see Jesus 

in a different, brighter light, and be changed by it. Like the Transfiguration 

itself, Lent is a moment in time and space, when we are invited to experience a 

metamorphose - that is “be changed”. 
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And then there is that reality of all mountain top experiences - we have to come 

down the mountain. just as Moses came down from Mount Sinai; just as the 

disciples came down from the mountain of Transfiguration; just as I came down 

from the top of “the Bell”. 

We each have our own “mountain”, our own Mount Sinai, our own Yeavering 

Bell. What remains is the memory that tells us that once, we were there. Such is 

the story of life and faith. Lent, for all its sombreness, is the season we can 

climb again the mountains of our faith, and in our mind’s eye return and like the 

Psalmist sing our song of praise: “Proclaim the greatness of the Lord our God 

and worship him upon his holy hill.”  Amen 
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