
A few Sundays ago, I spoke about the call to Christian discipleship and said

something of my own calling to ordained ministry without giving any details of

that process. Well, today is a rather special day for me – the fact that it is a

Sunday, and it is also the 27th February, because it was on a Sunday, 27th

February (and the early hours of the 28th) that I made the ‘big decision.’ The

way ahead became clear. I had been back to church for some months after

some years away from the faith and practice I had grown up in, though I never

became a non-believer. I was now happy with my renewed and somewhat

reconstructed faith, which was already making a tremendous difference to my

life and outlook. I was enjoying life and working better. All I needed to do was

to work out my long-term career future. I felt my days in the police were

limited. I did consider the priesthood, but no, that wasn’t for me, too many

obstacles, family and friends wouldn’t understand, or so I thought, and in any

case, I considered that if I was going to do something for God and people it

would be in politics.  That’s where I could make a difference, I thought.

So, I’m not sure what I did during that day. I think I was off duty, which means I

would have gone to church in the morning, and then probably went to visit

some family friends for lunch as I regularly did when I had a free Sunday in

London. That night, before getting ready for bed, I sat on the bed for a while,

and how to explain what happened next? How do you put a vivid spiritual or

supernatural experience into words? Even the Bible writers struggled to do

that. Today’s Gospel reading is a case in point. The encounters of the disciples

with the risen Lord are another example. Usually, metaphor or physical

pictorial imagery are necessary to explain something that’s happening in the

spiritual realm.

I soon became aware that my room looked the same but different, as things

often do in dreams. But I wasn’t dreaming. I hadn’t fallen asleep. I hadn’t

been drinking or taking some other mind-altering substance. But I was seeing

things. My life up to this point was strangely passing in front of me. I saw

people and places and events that were all familiar to me, and this went on for

some considerable time. Then the past merged into the present, and then I felt

I was being encouraged, invited to walk through a door that led to somewhere

that was not yet completely clear. I heard no voice, no sound, saw no one, but
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I was just very aware of a Presence, a gentle, even loving presence. I was sure

that God was communicating with me.

And then all was still, my room looked the same as it always did. I suddenly

realised it was daylight. I was still sitting on the bed, hadn’t got into it. I think

the bedside lamp was still on. In fact, I was still in the clothes I was wearing the

previous evening. I had spent the whole night in some transcendent reality,

that’s the only way I can describe it. And I was on a high, no doubt about it. A

bit like Ebenezer Scrooge on Christmas morning after his night journeys with

the spirits, though I think I was a little more restrained. I had not slept a wink

but felt like I had had a really good night’s sleep. I was happy. I now knew

what I was to do for the rest of my life. I walked to work later, and it was like

walking on air. I was on a late shift that day, so I was able to spend the whole

morning in a rather dazed state of bliss. I don’t know whether my face was

shining but I was certainly glowing on the inside.

I did nothing about it for three months, just reflected on the whole experience,

but told my parents when I next saw them what I intended to do. Then I went

to see my parish priest, who was delighted to refer me to the bishop, who in

turn took me on as a candidate for ordination. Then began the Church’s process

of selection, and my gradual transition from one career to another, to the one I

have been engaged in, if you include the years of study and training, for nearly

44 years.

This experience took place or rather began on Sunday, 27th February 1977. I

always celebrate on the date. What were you doing in 1977? But it wasn’t just

the day or date that prompted these thoughts. It was also today’s Gospel, the

transfiguration of Jesus on a mountain. In this scene, his own past, present and

future come together in a mysterious supernatural encounter, and which is

shared with his three close disciples. If it took place on Mount Tabor, which is

where most pilgrims to the Holy Land are usually told that it did and may have

it included in their itinerary, it is well placed for such an experience. For Jesus

was at a pivotal point in his ministry. From Mount Tabor he would have been

able to look north to Galilee and review his ministry there. And he could look

south, towards Jerusalem, and consider what lay ahead of him there.
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This mountaintop experience would have been a moment of encouragement

for Jesus, who no doubt would have struggled with how he would bring his

mission to fulfilment. It was also supposed to be encouragement for the

disciples who were with him. But I like the way Luke mentions that they were

fast asleep and nearly missed the whole thing. Maybe they were not really

awake to what was happening. When you read about them following this

incident you wonder if they really learned anything from it at all. They still

didn’t really ‘get’ Jesus, and certainly didn’t ‘get’ what was to happen to him on

the way to the glory that the transfiguration experience prefigured.

Of course, in the Christian life we are not to be obsessed with supernatural or

‘super spiritual’ experiences. We have the teaching of Jesus himself to forbid

it. St Paul also speaks of a special spiritual high later in his second letter to the

Corinthians, which would have taken place some years after his conversion. He

tries to relate it as humbly as he can, not least by referring to himself in the

third person. He says, ‘I know a man who fourteen years ago was caught up

into the third heaven, whether in the body or out of the body, I do not know:

God knows.’ Paul makes no capital out of it and goes on to talk about his

weaknesses. We are not to desire or expect spiritual highs but by God’s grace,

when we are granted those special moments of light, insight, assurance, they

are to be received humbly and stored in our hearts and acted upon as

appropriate.

I treasure the moment I have just described. It has never been repeated. It

didn’t need to be because it was for a particular purpose which caused me to

change direction in life. Once we have come to Christ, we are able to

experience Christ everywhere, in every situation. He is always present, never

absent. He now lives in us through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us.

Like the disciples who were asleep in the Gospel story today, we have to wake

up and see that what is right in front of us may be a divine encounter, a

spiritual reality. As Albert Einstein once said, ‘There are only two ways to live

your life. One is though nothing is a miracle. The other is though everything is

a miracle.’ As Christians, we must surely choose the latter. God, our creator’s

love and presence are grounded in the created world. Once we can see with

the eyes of faith, the whole world is transfigured and reveals the divine

presence. Strengthened by this sacramental encounter with our risen Lord
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today, and enlightened by the Spirit, we too are to be vessels of the divine

presence, called to help make God’s vision for the world a reality.

4


