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Thin Places – Faith MC – July 21, 2013 – Matthew 17:1-13 
 
For the Celtic Christians of Scotland and Ireland,  
 boundary times and boundary places are important. 
 
They were fascinated by shorelines where the sea meets the land, 
 by fjords and rivers, 
 even by doorways, which are the meeting places of the 
  outside and the inside. 
 
Celtic festival days were special times of celebrating the close 
 proximity between the world we see and the unseen world. 
  
Celtic Christians have a term for such times and such places. 
 They call them “thin places,” 
  places where the veil between this world and the 
  eternal, spiritual world is especially transparent. 
 
The Jordan River would have been a thin place. 
The Mount of Transfiguration was a thin place. 
 A “thin place” can be any place where the holy becomes visible to 
  human eyes. 
 
In order to believe in thin places, 
 you must first believe that there is a reality beyond what your 
  eyes can see. 
 You must first accept that reality is not limited to what can be 
  perceived with our 5 senses. 
 
If you are convinced that only things that can be identified and 
 quantified and measured are really REAL, 
  then you can’t believe in thin places. 
Thin places make no sense to those whose minds allow no 
 mystery, no longing for transcendence. 
 
Other than the human brain, 
 the eye is probably the most marvelous of God’s creations. 
 Its engineering is exquisitely beautiful, its function marvelous. 
But the eye is a limited physical device.. 
It perceives only a narrow range of wavelengths of light. 
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The longer wavelengths, the infrared, it cannot see. 
The shorter wavelengths, the ultraviolet, it cannot see. 
 
There are all kinds of scientific devices and cameras that can see 
 things our eyes cannot perceive; 
  the infrared and the ultraviolet can be seen, and measured, 
  and photographed. 
 
When you accept that there are very real wavelengths of light that 
 you cannot see, perhaps it’s a bit easier to accept that there 
 are other realities which you cannot see—at least most of the time. 
  What you can see is not all there is. 
  
Now I could be wrong—I’ve been wrong many times in my life— 
 but I’m convinced that Jesus was not transfigured. 
  
I’m convinced that on that mountain—either Mt. Tabor or Mt. Hermon,  
 we’re not really sure—nothing special happened to Jesus. 
 

Am I casting doubt on the truth of this story? Absolutely not. 
 
It’s just that I’m convinced that the change was not in Jesus; 
 the change was in the opened eyes of the disciples. 
  
You see, the mountain was a thin place. 
 It was a place where the boundary between the physical world 
  and the spiritual world was thin. 
 Not transparent like glass, but at least translucent, 
  allowing light from the other side to shine through. 
 
When Peter and James and John saw Jesus’ face shining like the sun, 
when they saw his clothes become dazzling white, 
when they saw Moses and Elijah standing around and making 
  conversation with Jesus, 
 they were not seeing something that hadn’t been there before. 
 
I’m convinced that Jesus face always shone like the sun, 
 that his clothes were always dazzling white, 
 that Moses and Elijah and all the saints of God from the past 
  were always present, always available. 
 



 3 

It’s just that, up until that moment on the mountain,  
the disciples couldn’t see, couldn’t perceive these realities. 

But in this thin place, on top of the mountain, 
  their eyes were opened. 
 
It’s not that Jesus was briefly transfigured from an ordinary person to 
 somebody special, 
it’s not that God suddenly gave him a bright new outfit, 
it’s not that Moses and Elijah suddenly made a journey from wherever 
 they were before to this remote mountaintop. 
 
No, these were ongoing realities to which the disciples had been blind. 
 In the thick places of their world, 
  their eyes were limited to certain wavelengths, 
  their minds focused only on physical realities. 
 
But Jesus led them to this thin place, 
 so that they could see just a bit more of God’s reality, 
 so that they could get in touch—at least briefly— 
  with the realm of the spirit. 
 
Perhaps the greatest discovery of the 20th century was Albert 
 Einstein’s insight that matter and energy are the same thing. 
 
This stuff we call “real”, this hand, this pulpit, this microphone, 
 this air we breathe, this stuff is nothing more than energy, 
  energy in various arrangements, 
  energy in different configurations, 
  units and bits and particles of energy— 
   atoms, electrons, quarks, bosons, 
    and tinier particles yet to be discovered. 
 
What we call matter, what we call real, what we call concrete and 
 solid, is simply stored energy.  LOTS of energy. 
In any bit of matter, its energy potential is equal to its mass times 
 the speed of light squared. You know the formula:  E = MC2

   
You and I are energy with a particular shape.  Knowing that, 
 it’s easy to understand the idea that each of us is an energy field, 
 a field which extends beyond the boundaries of our skin, 
  if only our eyes could see it. 
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There are various healing arts that work with energy fields, 
 though they cannot be seen or photographed. 
 
Jesus was unique, but I don’t believe he is the only one who can appear  
 to be changed, when one looks with transfigured eyes, 
  in one of those thin places. 
 
Yes, indeed, I believe it was the eyes of Peter, James, and John 
 that were transfigured.  Suddenly they saw what was always there. 
They were in a place apart, a high place, a quiet place, 
 a place separated from the hubbub of daily life, 
  and there, they saw just a little more of reality. 
 
I think God can create a thin place anywhere, but outside of God’s 

intervention, some places are much thicker than others. 
When Florence and I drove through Las Vegas a couple years ago, we 
 said to each other, “This is the thickest place I’ve ever seen.” 
 
Back in Beatrice, Florence had a little Bed & Breakfast retreat house. 

Its purpose was is to create a thin place, a place where the  
boundary between the ordinary world and the spiritual world  

would be made thinner for her guests. 
 
But though certain settings can make that boundary either thinner or  
 thicker, the thinning of that barrier can happen anywhere. 
 
Here is someone’s story: 
“I was in Louisville, Kentucky, in the shopping mall, when I was 
 suddenly overwhelmed with the realization that I loved all these 
 people around me, even though they were complete strangers. 
It felt like waking from a dream. 
It was as if I could see the secret beauty in their hearts, 
 the deep self where sin and ego can’t reach, 
 the core of their reality, the person that each is in God’s eyes. 
I couldn’t explain it. 
How can you go up to people and tell them they’re walking around 
 shining like the sun? 
If only they could see themselves as they truly are. 
If only we could all see each other that way all the time. 
I suppose the problem would be that we’d fall down and worship 
 each other.” 
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I believe that each of us, every human being, shines like the sun. 
I believe that each of us glows with the image of God. 
Yes, I include the person you don’t get along with. 
 I include the person that did you wrong. 
 I include the scoundrel, the stranger, the enemy, 
  your imperfect spouse, child, or parent. 
 
In this building, we’re surrounded by people— 
 some family members, some people we’ve known for decades, 
 some we don’t know very well at all. 
 
But if you could see, if God helps the scales fall from your eyes, 
 if you enter into a thin place—maybe sometimes even in this 
  hour of worship—you may see that that person beside 
  you is glowing—shining with the energy and spirit of God. 
 
If you are open to this new sight, and if God graciously grants you such 
 moments, you will never again see others in the same way. 
 You will never again see them just as physical blobs whom 
  you like or don’t like, with whom you agree or disagree. 
 
You will see each other as Peter, James, and John saw Jesus. 
You will see each other as pure light, pure energy. 
You will see each other as spirit that glows beyond the physical. 
 
Such times cannot be programmed or controlled. 
 Going to a certain location or praying in a certain way 
  can’t make it happen. 
 
It’s God’s gift, and when it happens, you probably can’t maintain the  
  vision forever. 
 That’s what Peter wanted to do when he suggested a building 
  project up on the mountain: 
 “Let’s bottle this and can this and market this,” he said. 
 
“Can’t do that,” said Jesus.  “It’s just God’s gift to you.” 
 
But once you see through those thin places, 
        once you see what other people REALLY look like, 
        once you have perceived new realities, you will never be the same. 
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You will remember. 
And you will know, even if that person sitting next to you in the pew 
 looks exceedingly ordinary, that they are not. 
 
You will know, even if your office or factory or schoolroom or kitchen 
 looks like an ordinary place, it isn’t. 
 
Wherever God is, there is light. 
Wherever a person is, any person, God’s energy is glowing in and on 
 and around that person. 
  You will know it, even if your eyes can’t always see it. 
 
But knowing it makes all the difference. 
     You will see each person as holy. You will see every place as holy. 
 
You will live and work and act as if God’s creative energy is in all 
 things, and you will allow that truth to guide your words,  

your actions, and your choices. 
 
It will become your mission, when you come down off the mountain 
 and re-enter the world, 
  to help every person find and realize and claim the 
   God who shines within them. 
 
It will become your mission, when you leave the thin place, 
 to risk entering the world’s thick places with the presence of God. 
 
You will want to help others expand their perception of reality. 
And as you experience an ever-growing consciousness of the realities 
 that lie beyond the physical and the concrete, 
  your glow will combine with the glow of many others, 
  and together you will shine the light of Jesus 
   into all the dark and thick places of this world. 


