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Foreword


 


 


 


What is a classic book? For me it is one that stands out from the pile, one that you re-read, one that you recommend, one that you give as a gift and anticipate delight in the receiver. It is a book that makes me laugh out loud, or causes tears to fall down my cheeks, or forces me to put it down and pray or worship or confess; one that makes me utter involuntary gasps of delight at its insight. It is one which I find myself grateful for – one which I would love to have written myself. It is a book in which I learn about myself. A classic is a book that feels at the same time ancient and contemporary – that draws from the past, but opens up the future. One which reaches beyond its author’s tradition or church family, one which I could give to the non-Christian or the Regius professor of theology, one which makes me a better person for having read it, one which fills me with a greater love for Christ. By all these criteria, Charlie Cleverly’s new book qualifies as just such a classic.


How to describe this book? Spiritual theology, theological spirituality. It is poetry and theology, doxology and spirituality. Drawing on two millennia of church tradition and meditation, from Tertullian to Tozer to Teresa, Epiphanies of the Ordinary takes us on a guided meditation through the spiritual journey from birth to new birth, from life to death to eternal life. It is a walking with God along the valleys and mountain peaks of the Christian life – beautiful and painful, joyful and tearful, challenging and comforting. This journey of Christian discipleship is infused with rare moments when God stoops and stays for a while, closer than our breath, and discloses truth about himself or yourself. Charlie calls these Epiphanies of the Ordinary – they are moments of the extraordinary in the ordinary. Epiphanies turning the ordinary into the extraordinary. 


In each carefully distilled chapter, Charlie presents to us a biblical cameo of one aspect of divine disclosure, and leads us in prayerful response. First, the presupposition of this book is that God is a God who by nature reveals himself, who discloses himself, who comes, and makes himself known. God is not distant, absent or indifferent. He is the God of epiphany, disclosure, unveiling, revelation. He does not play hide and seek. He seeks and finds and gives. He does not keep himself to himself, but in his very being is a self-giving God. The twentieth century Swiss theologian Karl Barth famously defined the Trinity as ‘The self-unveiling [Jesus], imparted to men [Spirit], of the God who by nature cannot be unveiled [Father].’ God in his triune essence is the unknown God who yet wills to make himself known to you. Pre-eminently he has done this through his Son Jesus, as Hebrews 1 says, but this same Jesus comes to us, by the Spirit and Scripture, in our epiphany on our journey. Secondly, this disclosure is given to his people, his church, his bride. As Emil Brunner wrote, this epiphany is ‘revelation as encounter’. God comes to us in a speech act. This epiphany is not a signpost to the abstract, the metaphysical, and nor is it merely revelation as propositional truth. It is revelation as encounter, revelation as communion; in Martin Buber’s terms, revelation as an ‘I and Thou’ – God as person meets us as persons, personally. The pre-eminent revelation of God the Father, through the Son, is mediated in encounter with the Spirit. Thirdly, this epiphany is not about information but intimacy. God gives himself to us freely, wanting us to give ourselves back to God freely. Doctrine may be formed to frame our speech and reflection on that epiphany of encounter, but they are no substitute for the encounter itself. Charlie Cleverly’s book repeatedly draws us to respond to the wooing of the Spirit, into the lover’s tryst with the God of love – as such it follows classic Augustinian theology, drawing on the language of love from the Song of Songs. Fourthly, epiphany, encounter, wherein God gives himself to us, causes the banks of our lives to burst, and the river of life to be poured into us to flow back to God in consecration, adoration and mission. Those who have been encountered by epiphany cannot remain the same, and they must go and live out this encounter in the world and be themselves a lesser epiphany of God to others.


This book is not easy, nor light. It is a deep place. It is a book to be read slowly, carefully, prayerfully. It took time to write, it will take time to read. It is a book to be savoured. This book is about divine epiphanies and I believe its reading will open your soul to your own epiphany with the Spirit of Christ through his Word.


 


Simon Ponsonby










Preface


 


 


 


I was standing in the kitchen with my wife Anita on a cold October morning when the policeman arrived. He told us that Joanna had been critically injured in a road accident. Then within minutes, while still standing before us, he received the message that she had died. I remember the numbing sense of head-shaking refusal to take it in. We wept and shook ourselves in disbelief and shock. 


At thirty-four, Joanna was so full of life and laughter and fun, as well as being packed with wisdom and encouragement and loyal faithfulness. She had been our assistant for the past five years and was our friend and close ally. It was Joanna who read the original draft of this book and enthused throughout the process of writing. She was so positive that it even steered me through the times of writer’s block that inevitably accompany the process of bringing such a manuscript to birth. And now, as the book went to press, she was gone. 


Joanna was killed as a cement mixer lorry failed to see her on her bike and drove over her. She was translated into glory. She raced us to heaven. She who had so applauded the endeavour of capturing on paper ordinary epiphanies of an extraordinary God was now involved in her own epiphany as she found ‘today she was with him in paradise’.


The next day I went to a mobile phone shop and needed to re-boot my phone. ‘We need your password’, I was told. I said the only person who knew it was my former assistant. ‘Are you still on speaking terms?’ asked the technician. How Anita and I wish that we could still be on speaking terms with Jo. We would ask her many things and enjoy her company. We would particularly ask how these epiphanies we had worked on for this book matched the real and permanent sight of the Glory of God in heaven. We would ask her how the Visions of Moses, Daniel, Ezekiel, John and others in history described in the pages that follow match what she is beholding now. But that conversation will have to wait. For the moment there is a far too wide chasm between us. One day we will go to her but she will not come to us. 


I am grateful to the leaders, staff and whole community of St Aldates church who have been so tender, loving, thoughtful and faithful at this time. Above all, I am grateful to my wife Anita for her constant faithful companionship and sheer inspiration in the journey of writing about these ‘Epiphanies of the Ordinary’.


But with this preface we both want to honour Joanna and dedicate this book to her memory. We treasure her life and everything about her. May her example as a laid down lover of God inspire many. And may this book about glimpses of what in the future we will permanently behold, be a comfort and hope to many. 


 


Charlie Cleverly










PART I: Come


 


 


 


Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.


Matthew 11:28


 


 


Had I not been awake I would have missed it, 


 


It came and went so unexpectedly


And almost it seemed dangerously . . .


 


A courier blast that there and then


Lapsed ordinary . . .


Seamus Heaney, ‘Had I Not Been Awake’ 


 


epiphany [e*piph*a*ny]


From Greek epiphainein to manifest, formed as epi – (forth) + phainein (shine) . . . Ecclesiastical Latin epiphania. Middle English epiphanie.


1. A Christian festival observed on 6 January, in the Orthodox Church commemorating the baptism of Jesus and in the Western Church the manifestation of Jesus to the Gentiles in the persons of the Magi.


2. a) A manifestation of a divine being. 


    b) Any sudden and important manifestation or realisation.


(Adapted from the Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, 2002)


 


It all begins with a vision. A Francis of Assisi or a John Wesley is gripped by a vision that will not let them go. But it is not a vision of what they’re going to do. It is not a vision of a preferred future. It is not a vision of human activity. It is a vision of God, and how good he is, and how wonderful it is to be alive and a friend of such a Being. 


Out of such a vision flows a desire to do good things for such a God. Then other people may gather, and people begin to pay more attention to what they are doing than the reality of God . . . At this point, the mission replaces the vision in people’s consciousness. Once this happens, descent is inevitable.


John Ortberg, Leadership Journal


 


 


Open thou the crystal fountain 


Whence the healing stream shall flow;


Let the fiery, cloudy pillar


Lead me all my journey through.


William Williams, ‘Guide Me, O Thou Great Redeemer’ 


 


 


But we were eye-witnesses of his majesty. 


2 Peter 1:16–19










Chapter One


 


Unveiling


 


 


 


This is a book about seeing God. It is a book about vision. It is about having your eyes opened in such a way that everything changes, forever, into a life of love. It is about epiphany moments that last a lifetime.


I am writing because my heart is weary. I like to think it is weary with well-doing, but maybe it is weary with religion. My soul is parched in a dry land where I don’t find much water. And as I journey on, I find many who long for the peace that passes all understanding. We long for the Sabbath rest of quiet contemplation of the Christ. We don’t easily find it in the noise of our activity. I believe I urgently need to move from activism to meditation and then eventually to encounter, from which flows that stream-of-living-water life. I believe that without seeing salvation I am a clanging gong or just noise. Without epiphany, I am only partly alive. I tread into a misty landscape, but I can’t avoid it: without this I feel I may miss the Way. I must walk through the valleys of shadows if I am to find the route to the mountain-top. Or I may miss William Williams’s ‘crystal fountain’ and die of thirst.


At the same time, I know that there are those who are given to behold the beauty of God, and this has been a recurring fascination of mine. It is an interest that I believe a postmodern generation, aware of the value of heart-experience, may connect to. G.K. Chesterton said: ‘There is a road from the eye to the heart that does not go through the intellect.’1 That classic of mysticism The Cloud of Unknowing speaks of ‘destroying the ingenuity of our own learning and natural intelligence’ as we are ‘inwardly stirred by the Spirit of God’.2 This may be an uncomfortable path, especially if you are based in a city like the one I live in, Oxford, where intellect is idolised. Yet intellect and intuition can stand side by side, granted equal value, provided we are seeking God’s wisdom, which may shame the world’s. God’s wisdom invites us into seeing as well as into understanding.


In the Bible, that resplendent record of God’s dealings with humankind, we are invited into a world where saints of old have truly ‘seen’ the divine. The stories are silent as to how exactly this works, but we can turn its pages and encounter different revelations of Christ’s beauty. Before we climb up the Mount of Transfiguration at the end of this chapter, we shall glimpse him through the eyes of Ezekiel, as well as of Solomon before him, Daniel after him, and of John exiled on Patmos. If we begin with Moses, it is clear that God ‘spoke with him face to face, as a man speaks to his friend’. The epiphanic glory of God was so present that it left his face glowing. But still he pressed in for more, saying: ‘Now show me your glory.’ He was rewarded, as we will see, with a timeless revelation of Love.


At the time of the golden age of Israel, David also claimed to have ‘beheld him in the sanctuary’, speaking of seeing God’s power and glory.3


Apparently, as with Moses, this sighting prompted David to long for, thirst for, and earnestly seek him even more. It also prompted an outpouring of psalms on the theme of the covenant love of God.


At the dedication of the Temple (as had been the case at the dedication of the Tabernacle), those involved saw the cloud of the glory of God and fell to their faces. It is interesting that the understanding that accompanies this unveiling is to do with the utter ‘goodness’ of God. ‘When all the Israelites saw . . . the glory of the Lord above the temple, they knelt on the pavement with their faces to the ground, and they worshipped and gave thanks to the Lord, saying, “He is good; his love endures forever.” ’4


Another who saw this cloud of the beauty of God was the prophet of the exile, Ezekiel. He takes trouble to describe in great detail what he sees,5 beginning with ‘an immense cloud with flashing lightning and surrounded by brilliant light’. He is one of the first to speak of seeing, within the cloud, ‘a figure like that of a man’.


As Ezekiel sees, he is lost for words. He sees fire, brilliant light, flashing colours. His vision of the Son of Man is preceded by this amazing account:


 


Spread out above the heads of the living creatures was what looked like an expanse, sparkling like ice, and awesome. Under the expanse their wings were stretched out one towards the other, and each had two wings covering its body. When the creatures moved, I heard the sound of their wings, like the roar of rushing waters, like the voice of the Almighty, like the tumult of an army. When they stood still, they lowered their wings.


Then there came a voice from above the expanse over their heads as they stood with lowered wings. Above the expanse over their heads was what looked like a throne of sapphire, and high above on the throne was a figure like that of a man.6


 


There is loud noise, there are mysterious beings with wings, there is massive vaulted height sparkling like cut glass with a deep blue or purple colour. Ezekiel sees him on a throne of sapphire. He says that ‘from what appeared to be his waist up he looked like glowing metal, as if full of fire, and that from there down he looked like fire; and brilliant light surrounded him’.7


He seems to be searching for the vocabulary to describe what he sees. In one of the most evocative and yet most tentative descriptions in the Bible, he concludes: ‘Like the appearance of a rainbow in the clouds on a rainy day, so was the radiance around him. This was the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the Lord. When I saw it, I fell face down, and I heard the voice of one speaking.’8


The speaking and the hearing are important – but so is the seeing.


As we pause and take this in, we may marvel. Indeed, we might say that it was beholding all this that changed Ezekiel, just as it would a later seer, John, from prisoner into prophet. Sight matters. 


We pause to ask: What is this capacity to see? Is there a discipline of intimacy, where a person trains their eyes to ‘see in the dark’? Or is it an unveiling whose origins are solely in God’s sovereign decision? I believe it is both. There is the divine decision. But there is also choice, and the plea to see (Moses’ ‘Now Lord, show me your glory’). As we shall explore later, some name this seeing ‘contemplative prayer’. Others speak of Wisdom, or sudden understanding. Others call it mysticism. It demands a slowing down and a rooted attentiveness to God, but I would argue that it is common to those who knock on the door of heaven: as Jesus says, ‘It will be opened to them.’ We will return to the question of how this works in a later chapter.


For the present, let us observe that Daniel, another prophet in exile, prepared himself for inner revelation – achieved ‘good eyesight’, if you will – through a lifestyle that was courageous and counter-cultural. It involved fasting from fine foods and wines, against the wishes of his teacher. He avoided the rich foods of the court, and in that training ground which was effectively the Persian University of Babylon, he became, ‘In every matter of wisdom and understanding about which the king questioned them . . . ten times better . . .’9


This challenge to stand out from the crowd for God’s sake is a useful thought with which to entice Christian students today. I often pray, as I look out over the crowds of students in our church in Oxford: ‘May God give us a new generation of political and administrative leaders in our lands who dare to be Daniels.’ 


Daniel is not only a brilliant administrator, but he also acquires this special eyesight. What he sees is similar to what Ezekiel before him and John after him saw. He sees thrones set in place, and the Ancient of Days taking his seat. He speaks of ‘clothing white as snow; the hair . . . white like wool. His throne was flaming with fire, and its wheels were all ablaze.’10


Then, widening his gaze to include the future of all mankind, he sees: ‘A river of fire was flowing, coming out from before him. Thousands upon thousands attended him; ten thousand times ten thousand stood before him. The court was seated, and the books were opened.’11


It seems that this special quality of ‘seeing’ accompanies Daniel through his influential life. Seeing is certainly a help to loving God truly, and without the experiential knowledge of the holy, we may remain weak. Daniel sees more than most. He sees ‘one like a son of man, coming with the clouds of heaven. He approached the Ancient of Days and was led into his presence. He was given authority, glory and sovereign power; all peoples, nations and men of every language worshipped him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed.’12


Daniel in fact sees the end of the world as all roads lead to Christ in eternity. ‘He who has no vision of Eternity has no hold on time,’ said Thomas Carlyle. Jonathan Swift said that ‘vision is the art of seeing things invisible’. As mentioned earlier, this book explores moments of vision that have permanently changed lives, and sometimes changed the world. If we mention Paul, Constantine, Whitefield, Mother Teresa, Martin Luther King, to name but five, in each case we are dealing with epiphany visions of God, where the veil is drawn back and people see into heaven: the effect is to redirect lives forever.


De Quincey, in 1840, was the first to extend the meaning of epiphany to ‘any revelation or insight’. He was the author of various tales, romances, biographical sketches, but also of the memoir Confessions of an English Opium-Eater (1821). It was James Joyce, a hundred years ago, who used the phrase ‘Epiphanies of the Ordinary’. He meant a moment defined by ‘suddenly seeing’. These moments were a spiritual realisation of truth. He believed that it was for the man of letters to record these epiphanies with extreme care, seeing that they themselves are the most delicate and evanescent of moments. He told a friend that even a town clock was capable of being an epiphany. ‘It is only an item in the catalogue of Dublin’s street furniture. Then all at once I see it and I know at once what it is: epiphany.’13


But before this, ‘epiphany’ meant to see a vision of God. As we have already said, the Bible is packed with people who ‘saw the Lord’, or at least his likeness. These sightings are also called ‘theophanies’ (from a combination of theos and phaino, meaning ‘God appearances’). It is my contention that these ‘God sightings’ in the Bible in fact define history, calling the people of God on to their next challenges. They spill over from the Bible into the history of the people of God. And I don’t believe we need opium or any other drug to see them.


So it was that Paul ‘saw a great light’; Constantine saw ‘the Christ of God appear to him with the same sign which he had seen in the heavens’.14 Augustine ‘had in my heart infused the light of full certainty and all the gloom of doubt vanished away’. Ignatius ‘saw clearly . . . the holy child Jesus, at the sight of which he received the most abundant consolation’. 


John Bunyan ‘saw with the eyes of my soul Jesus Christ was at God’s right hand . . . O methought Christ! Christ! There was nothing but Christ before my eyes.’ Jonathan Edwards ‘had a view . . . of the glory of the Son of God . . . The person of Christ appeared with an excellency great enough to swallow up all thought and conception, which continued as near as I can judge, about an hour . . .’ Whether this is a seeing with our eyesight, an inner understanding or some apprehension of God’s presence, we shall explore later.


When Christ the desire of the nations came to earth, it was as if these glimpses of beauty earlier in the Bible, and since in history, stepped out of heaven into earth and John can truly say: ‘We have seen his glory.’15 Perhaps the definitive vision of Christ, of reality, of heaven touching earth is the unveiling of Christ himself at the event called the transfiguration.16 As if being with him wasn’t enough, halfway through the gospel story, Jesus is ‘unveiled’ (transfigured) and Peter, James and John see him in between heaven and earth, talking with Moses and Elijah. They want to build a monument, but a voice says: ‘This is my Son, whom I have chosen; listen to him.’


I like to think that this affected all three of them forever. John ends up on Patmos seeing Jesus again in a vision on the Lord’s Day. Peter writes of this in his epistle, saying that this moment shaped his whole life:


 


We did not follow cleverly invented stories when we told you about the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eye-witnesses of his majesty. For he received honour and glory from God the Father when the voice came to him from the Majestic Glory, saying, ‘This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.’ We ourselves heard this voice that came from heaven when we were with him on the sacred mountain.’17 


 


The third of them, James, was martyred and we do not know if this vision sustained him to go through that ultimate trial, but I like to think it did. Let us consider this epiphany moment and understand what it is that happens to these men who went from simply seeing to beholding and, in this beholding, were changed. We shall see that the key is to stop, to look and to listen.


 


Stop


This theophany vision of God called the transfiguration comes in a context of breaking away from the rush of life and getting away to quiet separation: we find them on a high mountain, having come apart from the crowds by themselves. They are not in Starbucks or some crowd of worshippers; they are alone in what Julian of Norwich evocatively calls a ‘cloud of unknowing’ – the cloudy, fiery pillar of the presence of God. A.W. Tozer said: ‘We must be still to know.’ He wrote of the modern-day need for silence and solitude:


 


Our fathers had much to say about stillness, and by stillness they meant the absence of motion or the absence of noise or both. They felt they must be still for at least a part of the day or that day would be wasted. God can be known in the tumult of the world if his providence has for the time being placed us there, but he is known best in silence. So they held and so the Scriptures declare. Inward assurance comes from stillness. We must be still to know. There has hardly been another time in the history of the world when stillness was needed more than it is today; and there has surely not been another time when there was so little of it or it was so hard to find.18


 


Echoing this longing, Thomas Merton, writing at the same time but from a different tradition, issues a similar call to solitude. He wrote an entire book for contemporary culture, remembering the Desert Fathers, that group of third- and fourth-century leaders who – at the time of the legalisation and official establishment of Christianity under the Roman Empire – left the limelight and went into the desert in order to meet with God. ‘Society was regarded [by the Desert Fathers] as a shipwreck from which each single individual man had to swim for his life . . . these were men who believed that to let oneself drift along, passively accepting the tenets and values of what they knew as society, was purely and simply a disaster.’19


And so today, to advance the cause of peace and destiny in our lives, we may need to retreat and find silent space before anything else. At any rate, Jesus, in order to help Peter, James and John to see, has to take them apart for a while so they might stop, look and listen. At the start of this exploration, we note the context of this first epiphany, this first sighting of God in all his glory – a context of prayer: ‘About eight days after Jesus said this, he took Peter, John and James with him and went up onto a mountain to pray. As he was praying, the appearance of his face changed, and his clothes became as bright as a flash of lightning.’20


 It is as they are praying that something happens – a big encouragement to us to press in to the place of quiet solitude and prayer, that we might ‘see the Lord’.


 


Stop, look . . .


The sighting is tantalisingly brief, not giving us much to go on – but it is enough. Matthew tells us Jesus’ face shone like the sun, and Mark tells us his clothes became dazzling white, whiter than anyone in the world could bleach them.21


This is a revelation about ‘God, the blessed and only Ruler, the King of kings and Lord of lords, who alone is immortal and who lives in unapproachable light’.22


The same purity and brightness is common to all the visions and epiphanies we will look at. Another who saw such a thing was the brilliant composer, George Frederick Handel. Handel wrote his masterpiece, the Messiah, in just twenty-four days. He worked on his manuscript night and day, and hardly slept or ate. One day his servant opened the door to find Handel at his work with tears streaming down his face. Handel looked up and told him: ‘I did think I did see all Heaven before me, and the Great God himself.’ The vision he had seen yielded music that has inspired generations to faith in Christ. As Helen Keller, who gave her life to working among blind people, said: ‘The most pathetic person in the world is someone who has sight but no vision.’


Something of this vision of the beauty of Christ has been caught by many through the centuries, even those we might regard as unlikely seers. Albert Einstein said: ‘I am a Jew, but I am enthralled by the luminous figure of the Nazarene . . . No one can read the Gospels without feeling the actual presence of Jesus. His personality pulsates in every word. No myth is filled with such life.’ 


H.G. Wells may have glimpsed it when he said: ‘I am a historian, I am not a believer, but I must confess as a historian that this penniless preacher from Nazareth is irrevocably the very centre of history. Jesus Christ is easily the most dominant figure in all history.’ 


If we take time to look carefully at this ‘sighting’ in the transfiguration, another thing we see is that Christ towers over history by the company he keeps: he has friendships with Moses and Elijah. Luke describes it as follows: ‘Two men, Moses and Elijah, appeared in glorious splendour, talking with Jesus. They spoke about his departure, which he was about to bring to fulfilment at Jerusalem.’23


At first glance this conversation with Jesus about his ‘departure’ may seem practical. Something is coming up in Jerusalem. Maybe Elijah is remembering his own departure (2 Kings 2:11–12) and hearing Elisha crying out, ‘My father! My father! The chariots and horsemen of Israel!’ Who knows? Perhaps they are strengthening the Lord Jesus, since he is about to go through the agony of death. So it is that vision gives hope, gives courage, gives the capacity to continue – by giving fellowship, here apparently friendship, with those who have gone before. 


The ‘departure’ of which they speak is, on a deeper level, Jesus’ own ‘Exodus’, Christ’s sacrificial death once for all on the cross, as he is going to bring to fulfilment even the demands of the Mosaic law and achieve ransom, redemption, adoption. Perhaps this is one of the reasons why God the Father interrupts the scene to say: ‘This is my Son, my Beloved, in whom I am well pleased . . .’ In other words: ‘Wake up. There is about to be a sacrifice that changes the world forever.’ Here, as elsewhere, epiphany can contain within it an awareness of the reality of the cross. When John, years later, sees heaven open, this is what he will see: ‘After this I looked, and there before me was a door standing open in heaven . . . Then I saw a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain, standing in the centre of the throne . . . And they sang a new song: You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, because you were slain, and with your blood you purchased men for God from every tribe and language and people and nation.’24


It seems when heaven opens and God shares his secrets, often what he wants to show us has to do with the manner of the dying of his Son. It is like a permanent picture on display in the entrance to the halls of heaven: ‘The Departure’. The cross can be called the central event of history, alone having the power to reconcile man to God. Hence in heaven Christ bears the marks of his passion, and when the curtain into heaven is lifted, this is what people see. The glory of the sacrificed Christ is unveiled to John on Patmos and there is a hint of the powerful nature of his departure from this world at the transfiguration. 


 


Stop, look, listen


The disciples stop and slow down to be alone with Christ – and so should we. They have an epiphany experience of seeing heaven open, and we may find we are granted this grace. Then they are told pretty bluntly to Listen! Again, this is something of a lost art today. The words of German martyr Dietrich Bonhoeffer speak of this need as we begin a journey together:


 


Many people are looking for an ear that will listen to them. They will not find it among Christians because these Christians are talking when they should be listening. But he who can no longer listen to his brother will soon be listening no longer to God either; he will be doing nothing but prattle in the presence of God too. This is the beginning of the death of the spiritual life, and in the end there is nothing left but spiritual chatter and clerical condescension arrayed in pious words. One who cannot listen long and patiently will presently be talking beside the point and be no longer really speaking to others, albeit he be not conscious of it. Anyone who thinks his time is too valuable to be spent keeping quiet will eventually have no time for God and his brother, but only himself and his own follies.25 


 


What is it that is being talked about in this heavenly conversation at the Mount of Transfiguration? Apart from his departure and the cross, when we do get to listen in, the subject spoken of is sonship and love: Matthew records: ‘This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.’26 Epiphany often, as we will see, speaks to us of a life of love. If we dwell on this and ponder, we will be led by the hand to see how God loves his Son, but also to learn about the love relationship he wants with us: listening, learning, loving. Peter is restrained from his natural response to the vision, his suggestion of ‘building three booths’. In Peter’s reaction, we sense the flesh, or religion, or expertise which wants to do something or to build something. Our first temptation in this mysterious field of ‘unveiling’ is often to do something that we can control; to be technicians of ‘something useful’. But God wants us to do nothing except listen to his Son and to be in relationship with him. As Henri Nouwen says, commenting on this temptation for leaders today: ‘The question is not: How many people take you seriously? How much are you going to accomplish? Can you show some results? But: are you in love with Jesus?’27


To dwell on those words again: ‘Then a cloud appeared and enveloped them, and a voice came from the cloud: This is my Son, whom I love. Listen to him!’28 We see in this moment a revelation that he is making clear the supremacy of his Son over Moses and Elijah. In addition and crucially: the Father loves Christ – he can’t help it and he can’t stop expressing his love. This tells of the uniqueness of the Son; it tells of the love of the Father for the Son; and then it draws us to love Christ ourselves. This love is contagious.


At the end of his life, Jesus prays that we might each have our own transfiguration – epiphany – moments; and that they would lead to this same love. This is what Jesus says:


 


Father, I want those you have given me to be with me where I am, and to see my glory, the glory you have given me because you loved me before the creation of the world. Righteous Father, though the world does not know you, I know you, and they know that you have sent me. I have made you known to them, and will continue to make you known in order that the love you have for me may be in them and that I myself may be in them.29


 


Jesus desires that the same love would be in us. He prays that we might be so filled with the Father’s love for Christ that we have Christ in us indeed. How to get to this state of love, and live a long obedience in the same direction in it, is what lies at the heart of this book. So we turn now to this theme of discovering these shining moments in time, and learning from them. Our first enquiry will take us on a journey with wise men, who glimpse something and start travelling. They end up, as we will see, with their own definitive epiphany. 


 


Collect for Unveiling


O God, who revealed the beauty of your countenance to your saints of old: grant us to buy from you ointment for our eyes, that we might behold you in the sanctuary to see your power and your glory and return to the love we had at first; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.


 


 


Then felt I like some watcher of the skies


When a new planet swims into his ken;


Or like stout Cortez when with eagle eyes


He stared at the Pacific – and all his men 


Looked at each other with a wild surmise –


Silent, upon a peak in Darien.


John Keats, ‘On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer’


 


 


We saw his star in the east and have come to worship him.


  Matthew 2:2










Chapter Two


 


Waiting: The Feast of Epiphany


 


 


 


Some years ago, our family moved to inner-city Paris for me to serve as a pastor in the French Reformed Church. On returning to our Parisian flat and our stimulating job after a Christmas break one year, my French assistant asked, ‘Shall I buy some galettes des Rois for everybody on Sunday?’ As an ignorant Brit I had no idea what she was talking about, but I soon found that in every supermarket in the land, in the early days of January, the shelves are piled with puff pastry cakes filled with almond cream (completely delicious if you pay a bit more money and buy one from a pâtisserie and not a supermarket). They may contain a little ornament, reminding you of the gifts of the three kings. For 6 January celebrates the appearing of Christ to the three kings. And indeed, because this is France, it is marked with a proper feast.
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