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                            SUBLIME OR RIDICULOUS? 
 
Have you ever had the feeling that you have said the wrong thing?  
That awful silence which follows an innocent remark and you sense that somehow 
you have put your foot in it? 
My mother did once when she was running the second-hand bookstall at the Church 
Bazaar. She offered the minister a book called “Teach Yourself Preaching.”   
He was not amused. 
 
Up on the mountain top, Peter, James and John see a glorious vision of Jesus- the man 
they had only known so far as a friend and travelling companion. Suddenly he is 
dazzling with light and speaking with their two great national heroes, Moses and 
Elijah. They are awestruck with the glory and the mystery of it all. Peter comes up 
with a bright idea- “Let’s build three sacred shelters for these three divine beings on 
the mountain top.” Promptly the light goes out, clouds come over the mountain and 
the glorious vision fades. Peter has that sinking feeling that he has said the wrong 
thing. 
 
What? What is it? What have I said?  He shrugs his shoulders and looks at James and 
John as though it is their fault. I was only trying to help. I only wanted to do what was 
right. What did I say wrong? Good question. 
&&&&&&&&&& 
 
Religion is a strange thing. You can be brought up to go to church regularly, say your 
prayers and read your Bible every day, do your best to live a good life, yet somehow 
God never seems quite real to you. You feel as though you only know him “in 
theory.” Then, usually when you are least expecting it, you experience a “brief 
encounter” with a real, living, divine presence and it is as though God has suddenly 
come to life for you.  
 
For some people this happens when they are thrilled by a place of natural beauty, like 
Gerald Manley Hopkins when he wrote, “the earth is charged with the glory of God.” 
For others the encounter comes when life seems right, like the little girl who was 
taken from the violent streets of Belfast to spend a holiday in the Corrymeela 
Community for Reconciliation. When she got on the coach to come home, she said, 
Good-bye sun, Good-bye sea, Good-bye God. She had met God in this place where 
peace took priority over hatred.  
For some, it is when they experience love. Like the boy in the Young Offenders 
Institution who encountered God for the first time in the only person so far in his life 
who had cared about him. This boy wrote his own version of the Twenty-third Psalm, 
beginning “The Lord is my Probation Officer.”  
 
Then for others, like Jacob, this meeting with God can be in appalling situations: think 
of Julian of Norwich who encountered the real presence of God when she was at 
death’s door with a terrible and painful disease; or Pastor Niemoller who heard the 
voice of God speaking to him when he was imprisoned in a concentration camp; or 
Mother Teresa who looked on the destitute and dying of India and on the brutal or 
indifferent rich and encountered, as she said, “Christ in his most distressing disguise.”              
 
You never know quite when you will meet God for yourself but it happens.  



 2

Edward Robinson wrote: there are times when I feel the presence of God .. it just 
happens. It is terribly clear but very hard to explain. ….You struggle hard and 
sometimes you don’t seem to be able to get through…. And then suddenly, when you 
are not expecting it, you are through; the lines are clear and you get… I can’t 
describe it…serene, enormous wisdom.    
 
For Peter, his vision on the mountain top came right out of the blue. He had known 
that Jesus was someone special but now sees him blazing with light, standing with 
Moses and Elijah and everything suddenly becomes clear: the religion of his youth, 
the teachings of Jesus, the power which is in him- it all comes together and makes 
sense. And Peter wants to hold onto this moment. He never wants it to fade. That is 
why he asks to build three shelters in which to keep these divine beings so that they 
will always be there for him.  
 
But that is not the way these things work is it? No matter how hard we try, we cannot 
engineer these personal encounters with God. We cannot make them happen. And we 
cannot capture and hold those moments. If we try, then, like Peter, we lose them.  
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And why should it be this way, we wonder? Surely it would make our faith stronger 
and our religion more credible if we could count on God to make himself visible and 
audible in the same places, at the same times and in the same situations? Why cannot 
we build a holy shelter where you could always be sure of experiencing the presence 
of God?  
 
Since Peter, a lot of people have tried that. If you go to the Holy Land today you will 
find churches and chapels built all over every conceivable place where Jesus might 
possibly have been. And many of these sacred places have become sources of bitter 
religious controversy where different traditions have fought to establish their own 
particular claim on the shrine- Bethlehem for example. And some have become 
battlegrounds for people of different races and religions, places of hatred and violence 
and killing- Jerusalem for example. The ground on which the Son of God once 
walked and on which the glory of God was revealed is once again filled with 
darkness. Building walls around our experience of God does not work. 
 
C. S. Lewis was a brilliant academic scholar who liked to find clear cut, rational 
answers to things and he could establish no rational argument for the existence of God 
So he had serious doubts about the claims of religion. He was also a man who had 
been deeply hurt himself, who had seen people he loved suffer pain and who had 
experienced at first hand the horrors of World War One. Not the most promising 
territory on which to experience God and Lewis did not particularly want to meet God 
anyway. But somehow they met, and somehow, despite all his doubts and his pain 
Lewis finally came to acknowledge the existence of God and the presence of God in 
his life. One of the ways in which he shared his faith was through the Chronicles of 
Narnia. You learn a lot about Lewis’ experience of God in those books.  
 
Aslan the lion is the god-like figure who is the creator and saviour of the world of 
Narnia. From time to time he will appear in person, giving help and encouragement to 
his people. But no-one ever knows when he is coming or for how long he will stay 
and this frustrates them. Why can’t they persuade him to stay? And the reason which 
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is always given for Aslan’s behaviour is that he is not a tame lion. He is not a creature 
who can be trained into other people’s ways. He will follow his own nature alone.   
 
Now that sounds a bit harsh and rather like somebody who just likes playing power 
games but, if Aslan were a tame lion would he not lose his power? If he came under 
the control of those who had tamed him, would that not make him weaker than they? 
And would not this leave him unable to use his power to help them when they most 
needed him? He would be a domestic pet rather than a dynamic divinity. 
 
Lewis, despite his highly successful career as first an Oxford and then a Cambridge 
Professor, had come to realise that his own strength, understanding and goodness had 
their limits. He did not want a God who was under his control. He needed a God who 
was stronger than he; a God whose power was way beyond his own; a God who could 
help him to keep himself in proportion, a God who was not a tame, domestic pet who 
could be kept safely behind the walls and doctrines and traditions of human beings. 
  
In the same way Peter was a man who liked to be in control. He was a man of action, 
a man used to running his own business, a man who prided himself on being strong 
and fearless. Only after that terrible time in the courtyard of the High Priest’s house, 
when Jesus has been arrested and Peter denies three times that he knows him; only 
then does Peter realise that none of his bright ideas or outspoken speeches or plans of 
action have sprung from true inner strength. When the ultimate challenge is presented, 
he cannot rise to it and he reacts with shame and horror. But when Jesus meets him 
again and appoints him as an apostle to his people, he understands that true faith is 
about relinquishing control and that ministry is not so much about leading as about 
being led.  
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If we try to make God predictable, we will start to identify situations in life where we 
feel certain that he will not be found, places where we are beyond his reach. And once 
we start to say, “God is found in this place, but not in that,” God is diminished and we 
are diminished too.  
To say “God is with me when things are good but he abandons me when things are 
bad” is to deny God’s love and his power to save even in the worst possible 
scenarios. 
To say “God is present in me when I get things right but rejects me when I get things 
wrong” is to deny God’s mercy and power to work in the most unlikely people. 
To say “God is confined to this particular religious group and none other” is to deny 
God’s ability to speak to men and women in the places where they are, even if those 
places are not where we are. 
 
To believe that we have got all the answers about God, that we have the right 
formulas to make him come when he is called, that we know precisely how to tap into 
his power for ourselves is to put ourselves above God, to rate our powers higher than 
his. And then our powers get a free rein and the intolerance and the arrogance and the 
petty-mindedness and the sheer crass stupidity-which we cannot help because we are 
all human- start to take over church life rather than the power of God’s Spirit. 
       
A big-enough God –to get the better of us- will always be an unpredictable God; a 
God whom we cannot control but a God in whom we can place absolute trust.  
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We may encounter him in his time rather than ours but those times when God 
becomes vividly real to us are the times which turn our faith into a dynamic life-force 
rather than just a religious routine. The times when God becomes a living personality 
rather than a theoretical power rekindle all our love for and trust in him. So yes, in 
some ways, our close encounters with God seem brief and fleeting. In other ways, 
they remain with us for ever because they change our lives.  
Peter soon learned that he did not need to build those shelters in order to keep his 
experience of Christ in glory because the spirit of Christ remained a living, inspiring, 
guiding presence in his life all the way through.   
 
Let me finish with a story from the very first of the Narnia books. A boy called 
Diggory finds himself in this new, magic land just as Aslan calls it into being. He is 
an unhappy boy because, back in England, his mother is dying. Partly through his 
ignorance and partly through his own obstinacy, he brings a force of evil into this new 
world and places it in danger. Realising that Narnia is bursting with new and magical 
life he asks Aslan for some special fruit to take back and cure his mother. As he looks 
for the first time directly into the face of Aslan he sees tears in the lion’s eyes- Aslan 
is as sad about Diggory’s mother as Diggory is himself.  
Aslan promises him help but first he sends him on a long and perilous quest to 
safeguard the land of Narnia from this evil he has brought in. More than once on this 
quest Diggory is tempted to steal the magic fruit and get back to his mother. Is not the 
fruit in his hand worth more than the promise of a wild lion? Can he really trust 
Aslan? Will his mother’s time run out before he gets back? Only one thing keeps him 
loyal to the quest; one thing keeps his hope and trust alive- the memory of those tears 
in the eyes of Aslan as they looked each other in the face. 
He remains loyal, he completes the quest and his mother is made well.  
The untameable, unpredictable God, whom he had encountered so briefly face to face, 
was the one worth trusting after all and the one whose power would change his life. 
Amen.  
 


