
CHAPER 4:
TRANSFIGURATION — Stories that open up new levels.

The previous chapter was complex, but we have begun to see a way in which the God of story may come into a new kind of focus, within postmodernism.  For postmodernism gives us a different sense of reality, as something neither simply ‘out there independent of us’, nor simply ‘made up by us’.    I suggested that the story may be the place where things really exist, because things are in the story as out-siders to the story, as pre-existing the story and us the tellers?   So the God of story may be a  reality that speaks us into being even as we speak him into being by telling the story.   I suggested I was calling this process, whereby the story that comes from our lungs and lips somehow envelops and retells and remakes us, transfiguration.  This is the concept we shall now explore.

In the modern world, the story and the reality were two separate things we had to relate.  Things were just there, and the story had to describe the things as accurately as possible.   But life is not really like that.  The world does not divide into passive substances or objects or things, and active (human) knowers or describers of things.   Agents are themselves substances.  I, who act upon the world and grasp it in knowledge, am myself part of the world, a substance composed of many substances, something that is passive as well as active in the cosmic process. I am woven out of the dust of stars:— I represent a process of substances (carbon, oxygen, nitrogen...) that are themselves the products of older processes taking place over millions of years in the furnace-like hearts of stars, culminating in a disintegration, the explosion of the stars that made their substances available to newly forming planets like earth, and finally (as I would have it) me.   But of course I am not the final end of the story: one day cosmic processes will act upon me to ensure that I die and cease to act and to know.  My substance will then disintegrate and become available to others.  The cosmic process is one of repeated networking in which interacting substances come together and (to use a term I am about to define) integrate into greater wholes that interact as a single agent; alternating with periods of disintegration that seem to be the necessary background to further and yet more intricate integration.

Thus we can speak of my knowing as a process involving countless particle substances interacting throughout my nervous system and brain; but this way of speaking is figurative, analogical.   The true knower is me; a unified action is being done, through these countless diverse interactions.  But then, perhaps I am not the last word in integration.  Just as my nerves can only figuratively (or analogically) be said to know, since they are part of a dance of knowing that transcends them and of which they are but a small part, and the real knowing takes place through them and countless other parts; so it may be that my knowing is but a part of a deeper process that can (again analogically) be said to be a knowing; part of the cosmic dance of integrations in which the true knower may be the universe, or God; whose knowing takes place through me and countless others. 

So values like knowledge and love and other forms of goodness do not spring arbitrarily to birth in the universe, like Athena from the head of Zeus.  They are woven out of the substance of the cosmos as it evolves into higher forms of complexity.   From the dance of proton and electron, through to the dance of love between two persons, there is a continuum of process, involving level upon level of integration: the dance of proton and electron makes an atom; the dance of atoms makes a molecule, and so on through the cell, the organ, the body, until we reach the love that unites me and those I love into a yet greater whole.

We have spoken of the mysterious ends of this process: at the very low level in which virtual realities coalesce into real particles and quantum states collapse into observed real ones; and at the high level in which love and community life emerge out of the coalescence of persons into a greater whole.  But the process itself, and the ideas of a ‘level’ of being, and ‘integration’ to higher levels, are not unfamiliar or mysterious.  It may be that the reader can accept these ideas intuitively. However, the ideas are crucial to an understanding of transfiguration, so there follows a philosophical exposition based on two very simple examples, offered on the basis that one should not accept ideas at the edges of speculation that cannot prove themselves valid in everyday examples.  Simple as they are, the exposition is quite intricate, and the non-philosophical reader may wish to skip this section. 

Examples of Integration and Levels

Consider a cylindrical lump of wood, about a metre long and four centimetres in diameter.  What is it?  We can say some things, like the kind of wood it is and the things I have already said about its size and shape.   Is it a good lump of wood or a bad one?   It is probably impossible to say — a meaningless question, in fact.  Now attach this lump with four others, each to a different corner of an oblong of wood that measures, say, two metres by one metre by three centimetres.   The things we have said about the lump of wood are still all true, but through being joined to other things, some new things become true as well.   It is now a table leg.   Moreover, it is either a good or a bad table leg in several respects: wobbly or stable, sturdy or fragile, beautiful or ugly.  New qualities, new kinds of being have emerged in the lump of wood, not through any mysterious inner transformation, or through anything being added to or taken away from the lump, but purely by virtue of its integration into a greater whole.  The lump is now part of the table, and through this ‘integration’ (which means nothing more — or less — mysterious than ‘being part of’) it acquires new qualities it never had, or lacked, before.  This last point is important, because it clarifies the sense in which there is no change in the lump.   We can change the lump from being cylindrical to square, for example, or the leg from being wobbly to being firm.  But when we attach the lump and make it part of the table it does not change from being wobbly to being firm, or vice versa, but from being neither wobbly nor firm to being either wobbly or firm. 

Aristotle would have put this by distinguishing accidental from substantial change.   To saw the sides of the lump off to make it square rather than cylindrical is to perform a change in the accidental qualities of the log; to join it to a table is to perform a substantial change.  It doesn’t just acquire qualities it never had before; it becomes something it never was before.  And by virtue of being this new thing — a table leg — it is able to have qualities it not only did not have but could not have had or lacked before, like being wobbly.   Logs themselves cannot be wobbly or unwobbly, but when they become legs they can be either.

This is what we mean by a change of level.   There is the level where we speak of logs and their qualities, and the level on which we speak of tables and legs and their qualities.   Levels are real.   It is not just that we introduce a new way of speaking when we speak of logs as part of tables; logs take on new characteristics when they become parts of tables.   Of course, what makes the leg wobbly may be there, inherent (or as Aristotle would say ‘potential’) in the log.  The grain of the log may force us to cut it in a way that makes for wobbliness, for example.   But the new level, the table level, realises that imperfection. As Aristotle put it,  potency becomes act.  Among the many features of the log that did not feature, this one does feature in a real way.  Wobbly legs may have very real effects on tables, and on cups of tea placed on them! 
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For our other easy example, consider Figure 7. There is not a lot to be said about it, except in sheer geometrical terms, that it is an arc, of given length, radius, and so forth.  But now link it with three circles. (Figure 8)  Without ceasing to be an arc, it has become something else: a smile (strictly, the representation of a smile).  It has become part of a face.  It can be lots of things it never was before: a good or a bad smile, happy or unhappy, crafty or honest.  
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All sorts of new possibilities emerge in the arc through coming into relation with new objects within this greater whole.  Alterations to the arc, like making it smaller (Figure 9) make a difference to the smile, and indeed the face, over and above the difference to the smile. For example, if we give the arc a smaller radius we get quite a different sort of smile — or perhaps no smile at all.  

Conversely, without changing the arc we can change the smile, by changing its relation with the other elements of. Figure 8.   Making the outer circle higher relative to the other elements gives us a less complacent, more cheeky smile (Figure 10).

The examples we have considered are very different from each other.  We have considered examples whereby smaller entities can participate in greater physical wholes because of the natural laws (quantum physics) because of participating in a humanly constructed object (the table) and through being part of a picture (the face).  Yet striking parallels have emerged.  In each case

1. New qualities emerge that did not belong to the isolated object, through its relation to other objects within a greater whole

2. These new qualities emerge not through any change in the elements themselves but through their relation to each other within the whole.

3. The new qualities therefore do not alter or efface (sic!) the original ones.  The change is a substantial one, not a change in the accidental qualities of the objects.   The new qualities do not intervene to change or disrupt the old.  The philosopher Donald Davidson usefully describes higher level qualities as supervening on the lower ones.
  They do not intervene and disrupt them.  The arc remains an arc, and keeps the attributes appropriate to an arc (such as radius) when it becomes, in the face, also a smile, with new attributes like happiness.

4. We can speak of different levels of reality, and different levels of discourse appropriate to each level.  As a curve, the arc is of such dimensions; as a smile, it is happy or sad….

5. About objects themselves, we can be nominalist.   Nominalism is the view that our words do not describe the real essences of things but just groupings and classifications of objects that are convenient for us.  It is up to us whether we class and use the piece of wood as a table leg or as firewood.   The arc that we put into the face to ‘use’ as a smile could equally well have been used to represent part of a shallow cup.

6. For this reason we do not need to speak of levels of being, arranged in a neat ascending hierarchy on the ancient model.  Levels do not need to be systematically organised in that way, they are quite likely to get tangled and cross referenced without doing undue harm to our power to describe the world.   Science, to be sure, does trend towards a systematic, reductionist hierarchy, with biology built on biochemistry which is built on chemistry which is built on physics, and so forth.  But other forms of discourse, like poetry and religion, cut across this tidy hierarchy.  Poetry in particular is happy to unveil a new level without connecting up this revealed new depth with anything else so as to make for a precisely definable discovery.  This is because, while science is conservative and always seeks order and organisation in knowledge, poetry is revolutionary and seeks to blow open the gaps in our discourse to reveal that our understanding of the world is less rigidly defined and tidy than we would like to think.  Religion can be argued to arise from the attempt to systematise poetry itself and turn isolated metaphors into systems of symbols, building God out of the gaps in our language; this explains why in religion there is always a war between religion’s own radical and systematising elements.   Finally, Penrose’s triangle illustrates the impossibility of any final sedimentation of the world out into definitive levels, all built up on a secure bedrock

7. Nevertheless we can reconcile this nominalist provisionality regarding levels of being with a realism  about the laws and relations whereby these objects interrelate to form a whole.  Realism is the view that our words and our science describe the real natures of things, how things really are ‘out there in the world’, which may be very different from how they look or appear to us.   Tables, faces, atoms… these are real structures, real forms that draw on real qualities in the object.   It is really true, and not just a matter of convention, that only protons and neutrons will do to make an atomic nucleus; only certain curves will do to make a smile; only certain shapes of wood will do to make a table leg.  Of course, human convention may impose further limitations on the appropriate shapes of table legs and smiles, though not, presumably, on the constitution of the atomic nucleus!   But it is enough for us that there are some non-conventional limitations that are given in the nature of things.   A carpenter might arbitrarily decide that a string of matchsticks sellotaped together would make the most appropriate table leg, but the iron law of gravity, which is out there in the nature of things, would overrule him! In other words, I am saying there is a ‘nominalist’ arbitrariness about which level of discourse we adopt in considering an object: we may consider the wood in terms of botanical, sculptural aesthetics, table-making potential, and so forth.   But once we have decided which level of discourse to adopt, we are talking ‘realistically’: it is a real issue, which tree this came from, whether it would make a decent table, and (I would argue) whether it is beautiful or could make a beautiful sculpture.

8. This is good news.  Science purports to investigate real laws.  Religion too in its common-sense forms makes realist claims. Most of us are common-sense realists about the world we inhabit.   Nominalists and their cousins the relativists generally argue their case from the kind of examples I have considered.   They have focused on the  arbitrariness about which frame of reference or level of discourse we are to adopt in discussing something: for example, whether to consider the wood from a religious, scientific, aesthetic, practical, or some other  point of view. Nominalism is true here: none of these or any other ways of describing the wood has a right to be accounted the only valid way of describing it ‘as it really is’.    But if what I am arguing is true, such nominalism is quite compatible with the realism that science, religion and common-sense require. We can retain the excellent tolerance that follows from nominalism, with its insistence that levels and frameworks of discourse need not compete with one another as to which gets at the ‘true’ nature of things.  But we are not forced to accept the intolerance: the way a radical nominalism can undermine the realist claims of all of these frameworks, and lead to relativism and subjectivity.) 

9. There is an intensification of the range of qualities that apply as we proceed to higher levels through integration into greater wholes.   At the limit case, quantum physics may be showing us that there is no bottom level of reality; that things only ‘get real’ at all (or to be more precise, there are only ‘things’ at all) through interrelationship within greater wholes. 

10. In particular, questions of good or bad may emerge as we proceed to higher levels.   The log is not good or bad in itself, but can make a good or bad leg in a table.   A person is not good or bad in herself, but can make a good or bad member of society, or of the whole that is God.   This gives us a kind of ‘naturalism’ — in ethics, the view that goodness is a quality of things we can identify just as we can identify greenness or size.   But whereas in the case of the apple it may be easy to cash out the goodness in terms of other adjectives referring say to flavour or freedom from maggots, the goodness of the good person may not be so easy to cash out, because of the level at which the concept of goodness here applies.  An apple’s goodness exists only in relation to the grower or the eater, but if human goodness concerns a person’s whole relation to other humans, God and the universe, it will cease to be quantifiable at all.

11. Explanation has ultimately to be from the top downward rather than bottom upward.   That is not to deny the place of reductionism.  Explanation by analysis into parts — so that we can say the table is made of a flat board and logs, the face of various curves, the atom of electrons, protons and neutrons — does help us understand things.   But it does not exhaust their reality.   There is reality (though not ‘a reality’, a ‘something extra’) in the smile that is not in the arc, in the leg that is not in the log, in the atom that is not in the particles.  So having reduced and analysed into parts, we need to reintegrate into the whole picture that alone explains why things are where they are in relation to other things, and hence, what they ultimately are.

12. Broadly speaking, religion and poetry deal with metaphor and integration of parts of experience into wholeness, while science and the secular deal with metonymy and analysis of experience into causal processes and pieces. Science is about looking at the table and telling us it is made of legs and top of such and such an origin and such and such a tree, with such and such a shape and such and such a strength, which explains why the table holds together and stands up.  Religion and art are about taking the table and making it part of a painting, say, which shows the homely life of the table in the wider whole of human life; or else making it a communion table, an altar, part of a whole body of ritual that connects the table up with bread and wine and stories about what Jesus did with them., so that the table becomes an integral part of a framework that unites the life of Christians with the life of their God.  If this is so, poetry and science, or religion and secularism, will always be subversive of one another, but will also need each other.  As we have seen, religion and poetry tear things out of the tidy reductionist hierarchies science tries to nail things into, to bring them into a scheme of wider relationships.   Science, conversely, seeks to dismantle the beautiful ritual and symbolic wholes religion builds things into, and reassert each thing’s right to be just what it is and nothing more.  So in any full description of reality science and religion are not only complementary, but interdependent.   The scientist who analyses the world into constituent particles discovers, in the same process, the deep and holy unity of the universe, which though the scientist may have mathematical laws to describe it, only faith and poetry can express for ordinary people. Sadly, so obscure to ordinary folk are the deep laws of science, that only the geniuses among scientists grasp the holy unity; and because of the disarray or disrepute of religious language, all that comes across to the average modern Westerner is that science has broken the world apart into chunks devoid of meaning.  Nevertheless, truly to know — or make? —  what a table really is, we need the scientist and the artist and the person of faith to tell their different but complementary stories.  

13. This being so, we need to look at things both globally and minutely.   Each perspective may force a renewed vision in the other.   Low-level chemical analysis of an organ, for example, may inspire a new understanding of how that organ functions in the higher level, in the body.   We cannot decide how organs function in the body just by looking at how they fit and work together in the body, or just by chemical analysis; we need both perspectives.  Or lower-level analysis of genetic or environmental causes of sexuality may force a renewed understanding of the ethics of homosexuality.  Discussion of abortion requires both medical understanding of the origins of life in the womb — to help us define when the foetus can be said to be a human life — and social comprehension of issues of patriarchal domination and the risks and responsibilities of bringing new life into the world.  Only by a convergence of both approaches will we get to a grasp of what a human foetus is; for human life is at once a biological, social and religious phenomenon.  We cannot decide what is right or wrong here just by understanding causes, but nor can we decide just by considering the issue from an the wider moral and social perspective.   To come to a full ethical understanding, we need both the holy and the secular perspectives on life, on sexuality, and so forth.   (Sadly, it has to be said, most current debates on these issues end with the resounding, destructive clash between the two perspectives; a symptom of the wider,  dissociation of our scientific and religious approaches, which is morally crippling for us all.)

Transfiguration 

‘Level’ is a static concept.   Essentially it seems to be about the ways we describe things, though in postmodernism, as we have seen, we cannot separate the way we describe things from the way things really are, so levels have to do with being, not just description.  

But talk of levels of being’ can easily mislead us.  It can make us think in terms of a ‘hierarchy of being’, with God at the highest level, down to atoms and other ‘base matter’ at the base.   This would take us, not into postmodernism, but back into the pre-modern notion of the great chain of being. 
 Certainly, hierarchy does apply in certain areas; we speak of biology as resting on biochemistry, which operates on a lower level, and biochemistry in turn being based on chemistry, and then physics, at lower levels still.  The ancient search for God at the highest level has been replaced, in modernism, with a search for the deepest or most basic level, on which everything else was supposed to be based.   But Penrose’s Triangle, and Gõdel’s Theorem, show that there can be no finally fixed hierarchy and no base level that grounds the rest.   

Poetry, meanwhile, does not disclose ‘deeper levels’ in the systematic way science can, but perhaps it opens up ‘other levels’, other ways of describing and seeing the world, which we cannot tidily integrate into any ordered hierarchy, suggesting our tidy ways of describing are not the last word. 
 In view of both Penrose and poetry, we need to make the notion of levels less of a fixed hierarchy, more capable of evolving, shifting, changing.  

It is when we introduce the idea of change to that of levels, that we produce the concept of ‘transfiguration’, the central notion of this book.  A transfiguration is not just any change, but one in which a figure or form is realised, which demands description on a higher level than that in which the causality of the change itself is worked out, but which leaves the lower level on which the causality is worked out is intact and not disrupted.   The term is of course drawn from the Gospel description of Jesus, transfigured on the mountain; in the next section I shall explain its appropriateness. 

Transfiguration, then, is a kind of change or transformation; one that demands, for the first time, a higher level of discourse required for us to comprehend it.   Transfigurations cause us to stumble around for the concepts to express what we observe.   The first emergence of life was a transfiguration.  There was just a soup of different kinds of molecule, then something new happened to those molecules, new patterns of interaction, growth, replication, that demand a whole new discourse to describe what was going on.   It was the same with the transfiguration of Jesus: the man who had been this bold and original teacher and challenging leader and charismatic healer, emerged on the mountain as something demanding a discourse the disciples did not yet have, and would not have until their successors framed the doctrine of incarnation at Nicea and Chalcedon — and even this language is barely adequate to what has emerged among us.   

A transfiguration involves paradox, because, it as it were forces the generation of the conceptual womb from which it is itself delivered.   When life emerged, new concepts and new laws needed to be brought into play, yet these laws were not new laws but the same laws of the universe.   Something new comes into being, but it is ‘that which has always been, from the beginning’.  For Christians, Jesus on the mountain did not become God; he emerged as always having been God.

In this way a transfiguration is a kind of miniature Penrose Triangle. Something happens in the physical world (World 1) which disturbs our consciousness and thought patterns (World 2) and forces us to bring into play ideas (World 3)  which can shape our understanding, not only of the event itself, but of what preceded it and follows from it, and of what has always been the case.  So a transfiguration is a miniature realisation of the creation itself.   Or one could (and later I will) reverse this and say that creation, as described by Penrose’s Triangle, is a gigantic transfiguration. (If this is true, the doctrine of creation ‘out of nothing’  means that being is nothing transfigured!)

Because a transfiguration is something that happens, the chance of level involved has to be more than a matter of description; it has to be about something in the way things are, for which the old story can no longer tell the whole truth, so that we are forced to tell a new story. Transfiguration is the most decisive evidence of the reality of the world outside language, because it is what happens when things as it were burst out of the language in which we describe them, and force upon us a new description.   Christ on the mountain has an intense, bewildering reality about him; the disciples stumble and back off in terror; then they try to contain his reality in the old story, by building tents for him and Moses and Elijah, prototypes of the old law and prophecy.   Only in time would a new and more adequate story unfold.

In a transfiguration, the old order is not obliterated or replaced.  The new — which is also the ancient — supervenes on the contemporary.   Jesus remains the man from Nazareth, with all his human qualities.  He is there, alongside the old order represented by Moses and Elijah, in all his newness.   The molecules of life are still made of carbon, oxygen, nitrogen, hydrogen, and so forth.  In a transformation one notices something happening; something, on its own level, becomes something else, as say when hydrogen and oxygen ignite to form water.   But in a transfiguration — as we are defining it — it is quite possible not to notice the change, because on one level nothing happens.  The change is between, not within, levels.  In the emergence of life, someone might only see slowly changing patterns of molecules, because on the molecular level, that is all that is going on.   There is another appropriate level of discourse supervening — the level we describe in biology, the science of life — but this level does not oust the former, or intervene and disrupt the molecular level.   Just so, in the transfiguration of Jesus, the disciples sensed something momentous, but an outside observer, say a shepherd on the mountain, looking on an Jesus and Peter and James and John as they prayed together — might have noticed nothing at all unusual.   Four men go up the mountain; later four men, looking a little pale and shaken, come back down.   A whole new story has become necessary to tell, a story about death and resurrection; but that story, like the biological story of life, is as yet embryonic, barely coherent, and easy to ignore.

Beauty involves the imagination of transfiguration.   Art typically frames objects and depicts them in a way that lifts them out of the categories in which we normally see them, so that we see them in a transfigured light that is their reinstatement within the greater whole.  Poetic metaphor is a description of things in terms that we normally apply to other things.  Things are taken out of their conventional story and replaced, as it were, in an alien story.  This confuses our conventional perception of things with the confusion that presages transfiguration, the interillumination with other stories not normally associated with that thing.  Out of our conceptual confusion we are forced to forge wider integrations; we see the object first in the darkness of confusion, then in the lightning of transfiguration.  thus in the poem of Eliot,

‘These faces in the underground

 Petals on a black, wet bough’   

the imagery, describing faces as petals, first confuses, then when the analogy is grasped, we see the faces in the lightning of transfiguration, as petals….  Of course, the faces are not really transfigured by art — these are imagined faces after all — but a potential transfiguration is glimpsed or anticipated, such that we can see actual faces in a new, transfigured light.

Divine and Human

If we return to the story from which the concept of transfiguration derives, we can see how the transfiguration of Jesus exhibits all the features we clarified in our more mundane examples of level shifts..

1. New qualities emerged in Jesus that belong to his relation to other beings: his father, his mission to humanity as a whole.

2. There was no change, presumably, in the physical composition of Jesus’ body or garments.  (To suggest that would represent a fundamentalist refusal of the level shift involved.)  The change lay in a new relation to the whole of life, and God.

3. Jesus remained the man from Nazareth; the divine light did not intervene and disrupt his human nature, but ‘supervened’ on it.

4. We can speak of Jesus on different levels.   As a human being he was of such and such a height, with such and such colour hair, such and such rabbinic education.   As divine he was Son of God, Saviour of the World, the dying and rising God, the Christ of the Creeds.

5. These descriptions are not mandatory for all; we have a free, ‘nominalist’ choice about them.   For a Muslim or Jew, to describe Jesus as divine is blasphemy; for a Buddhist it is probably nonsense.  But within the Christian framework it is necessary.

6. It is, however, necessary in that framework because it reveals a reality that cannot otherwise be stated in that framework.

7. The nominalism of 5, which leads to tolerance, is compatible with the realism of 6, which leads to conviction and understanding.

8. The transfiguration of Jesus locks into his divine qualities, but through an intensification of the range of his human qualities.   The human becomes in him ‘capable of God’, for example. capable of divine union, of radiating the beauty of the divine, and of eternal life.

9. The sense in which Jesus is perfect or wholly good flows from his transfiguration in the divine.   We cannot reverse this, and argue on the basis of his perfect goodness that he was divine. No amount of evidence could prove Jesus to be perfect; the gospels, for example, tell us little about his inner thoughts and dispositions.   It is because Christians believe him to be divine that they regard Jesus as perfectly good.

10. Christian belief in Jesus’ divinity is ‘top down’ not ‘bottom up;’.   We believe it, not because of the evidence of his life (his goodness, his miracles, and so forth) but because of the transfiguration of our lives that comes through believing in the story of Jesus as a divine as well as a human story.

11. - 13.  Nevertheless our understanding of Jesus Christ involves research into his human, historical life as well as contemplation of the divine story.  These two need to interact.  New research into the man Jesus and the human context of his life is always bringing new and astounding things about him to the fore.   None of this need destroy a belief in his divinity, any more than it could ever prove it.  If we believe Jesus is ‘the human face of God’ it, may well force changes in our understanding of God, and transform the theological story we tell.  For example, new perceptions of Jesus as a rabbi broadly in the Pharisaic tradition, as deeply concerned as they were for the torah and its right interpretation (though not always coming to the same conclusions as they did) are forcing shifts in a theology that had pitted faith against works of the law, and seen Jesus as the champion of the former.   Again, evidence of Jesus’ understanding of sacrifice and a renewed understanding of the way many movements of his day, probably his own included, had already dispensed with a need for the sacrificial system, may call into question the theology that sees Jesus’ death in any literal or legalistic way as a sacrifice for sin. Because it emerges not just from historical studies, and not just from a story-generating exercise of contemplation and reason, but from an unpredictable dialogue between the two, Christian theology is vulnerable, exciting, and ever evolving. 

None of this language about Jesus is mandatory.  I am not here arguing for its truth but using it as a paradigm for all transfigurations, and saying that, though the transfiguration of Jesus is remarkable, the transfiguration kind of happening is not at all unusual.   The human facts of Jesus stand or fall by the evidence of the scriptures and the other documents of the time.   The divine truths stand or fall by our human willingness to ‘leap levels’ and allow another level of description to come into play.  This leap is a personal act which we cannot and should not force others to make.

Secularism – arguably one of the definitive approaches of modernism -  is definable in turn, perhaps, as a principled determination not to leap levels at all,  or face the conceptual confusion this involves, but to tell the story on a single conventionally accepted level.   The holy arises when we face conceptual confusion head on so as to open up to the possibility of new levels.   Very often the secular is appropriate.  It gives us a world susceptible to concepts we can handle.   The biochemist who refuses to talk biology when he analyses what goes on in a cell in purely chemical terms, or the biologist who wants to see how far he can go without invoking human values, facilitate clear-sighted, disciplined thought and experiment.  But pressed too far, this approach can be blind, with the blindness of the chemist who refuses to see the life going on under his nose, or the shepherd who sees only Jesus and his disciples.   The secular tries to see only changes, when transfigurations are going on.

The pre-modern world, by contrast with modernism, accepts the holy and the disruption it implies, but tries to systematise this disruption, by building architecture (temples), images, ritual practices and conceptual structures that can tame and hold the holy.   In a sense the pre-modern world places a circle round the sacred, to put it at a safe distance so that its disruptions can be regulated and contained.   The modern world places the same circle round the holy, but only to dismiss it, to mark it out of bounds, so that its disruptions can be walled off completely.   Finally postmodernism allows sacred and secular to fuse, demolishes the boundary, and bids us learn to cope with disruption and the impossibility of tidying our world into neat and safe hierarchies.

The concept of transfiguration can then be of great help to postmodernism in its attempt to embrace the holy without being destroyed.  The concept opens up for us a space where it is reasonable to invoke the holy.  It can save us from irrational, superstitious invocations of the holy in places when it is really more productive to explain in secular terms of same-level causes.  Such superstition is at work when we appeal to the ‘God of the gaps’; or when we invoke spiritual healing as an ‘alternative medicine’ rather than as a deeper level healing of the whole person that normally works in and through ordinary medicine; or when we see divine intervention in every happy coincidence (while carefully excluding the divine from the unhappy ones!)  But it also saves us from the equal irrationality of single-minded secularism: that compressing of all the world’s story onto a single base level.  The reductionism that says not just that we are made of atoms, which is true enough, but that we are ‘nothing but’ atoms, is a superstition, a belief ‘hanging over’ 
 from the scientific heyday of modernism, just as the seeing of God in the gaps and the odd coincidences rather than the mainstream of life is a superstition ‘hanging over’ from the pre-modern.  Transfiguration saves us from both kinds of superstition by placing the sacred and the secular on different levels of the one world, rather than seeing them as separate, competing worlds that can only flourish at the other’s expense.

The holy, then,  opens up a higher level, the level on which we participate as ethical beings in a reality greater than ourselves.  The secular speaks of us on one level, the level on which we are members of society.  That level has its own integrity.  In fact, the concept of levels enables us to be open to a holy level which does not do violence to the secular.   It allows holy and secular to let each other be on their own levels, instead of competing for the same ground — battling it out for the human soul or mind — in the manner that has been so destructive throughout the modern era. A transfiguration works in precisely this way.  It discloses / realises a new level while operating in a manner that does not disrupt the old..

Note that, though an enormous amount hinges on whether, when I speak of transfiguration, we use the term ‘disclose’ or ‘realise’, I do not wish to choose between the two.   A transfiguration is a realisation of something that, causally and temporally speaking, was not there before.  And yet that something makes new sense of the transfigured being so that it or he or she is meaningfully seen as having been leading up to the transfiguration all along.   God was newly realised on the mountain, he was not there, not around, in the same way before as after; the transfiguration makes a once and for all, irreversible and irrevocable change in the possibilities of the universe.   And yet that being of God that shines out in the transfiguration of Jesus is the one that makes sense of the whole of his life, from birth onwards.   A transfiguration is not a magic intervention.  The higher level of causality does not interrupt the autonomy of the lower.  It remains possible and reasonable to go on telling the story at the lower level.   But by transfiguration we create a new context that reinterprets all we were before on a deeper level.   

e that formed it all, such that the entire cosmos can now be seen as God’s covenanted loving action, rather than just his activity.

In this light, it is clearly proper in certain contexts  to say that God acts in a specific way.   The proper context for such language, however, is the story of God’s covenant with his people.   In most of Scripture (with few but always significant exceptions) God acts in the specific sense only in relation to his covenanted people or his covenanted disciples.   The exodus miracles were known only to the Jews and (where needed to secure the freedom of the Jews) the Egyptians.  The risen Christ appeared only to the disciples, and to Paul who was needed to become a disciple.  They are not demonstrations of divine prowess, but communications, revelations, signs, for those prepared to receive them.  For those outside the covenant, not prepared for these revelations, God still acts, but in the general way, through the cosmos as a whole.

It is not clear whether this can justify individual claims to God’s direct action in their lives.  There is no public law court, no witnesses, no jury, to assess such claims, and the church has traditionally been cautious about them, though it can be said that a claim has more standing if the action is consistent with the God revealed in covenant.

Often it is claimed that God not only acts, but intervenes and disrupts normal causality.   The miracles are often understood in this way.  However,  the fact that God acts does of itself mean God intervenes. 

Here the analogy of  human action is of help.  Human action intersects, or supervenes upon natural causality, it does not interrupt or intervene in it.  We considered an act as an integrated set of activities that demand a level-leap to the language of persons and their actions. When I throw a ball I move my arm.  I do not interrupt the natural biological processes at work in my arm.  Rather my action works in and through the natural processes.   The muscles contract according to the causal laws, and through a complex causal process the ball gets thrown by me.   In the same way, when God acts in history God does not suspend the historical laws, but acts in and through them.  That is, he does not intervene in history but supervenes on history   No doubt the Assyrians had their own reasons for attacking Israel; we do not need to suppose that  they were suddenly taken over by a divine force compelling them to do it.   Nonetheless the prophets discerned in their attack, rightly or wrongly but not incoherently, the creative hand of God punishing his people by means of the Assyrians.    

Of course in all this a view of the world as God's act will predispose us against intervention.  If the unity and intelligibility of the world is one of the things that propels us towards belief in God, such belief is undermined, not confirmed, by miracles that disrupt that intelligible unity.  Those who look for a God of the gaps will be pleased by the gaps in scientific explanation that interventionist miracles open up, but those who look for the God of the whole will be differently disposed.  We will want to affirm that the normal way for God - as for us - to act in history will not be to intervene, but to supervene, by making the events of life come together in a manner that is remarkable and creative, but not contrary to nature.  On the other hand,  there are many miracles in the Gospels that are hard to account for without disruption: the Feeding of the Five Thousand, the Walking on Water, the raising of Lazarus, the Resurrection itself.

We note that there are three dimensions, both to the Old Testament theophanies, and to the New Testament miracles, which correspond to the three dimensions of action in general.

a. Causality.   Something is effected — the course of history is changed, the illness of an individual is healed.   In the synoptic Gospels The miracles are often called ‘works’.

b. Epiphany.  Something is signified, the glory of God is seen.   In St John’s Gospel, the miracles are ‘signs’, the important thing about them is what they mean, what they communicate.

c. Communication.  Something is said, a prophet is called, a message is given to the people that develops their covenanted relation with God.

None of these need disrupt the ordinary course of things, all could supervene in the way we described.  But another possibility is that the resurrection represents a kind of ‘singularity’, that it is essentially the point at which creation supremely ‘happens’ insofar as creation can happen as an historical event.  This is a notion I shall return to in the final chapter.  If it is true then the resurrection life will be sovereign over all created events, and may well disrupt the expected course.   We could then see the miracles as extensions of the resurrection:

a. The breaking in of the resurrection causality that heals sickness, cancels the bonds of sin, and raises the dead

b. The revelation of the resurrection life: signs of the coming Kingdom.   ‘If it is by the finger of God that I cast out the demons, then the kingdom of God has come to you.’ (Luke 11:20)

c. The announcement of the resurrection in the words and deeds of Jesus, with an invitation to join the open community of the new covenant based upon it.

To sum up, given a set of events that God himself gives to her people as an integrated story which the people can witness and respond to, within a covenanted relationship, it makes sense to speak of God acting in history.   It also makes sense to speak of the whole universe as God’s act of love.  Each being is God’s activity, but not all the things that beings cause or do are God’s activity, let alone God’s personal act.  

The events that are God’s acts are creative acts which bring about an emergence into a new order of being.   They draw together and express all the divine creative work in the cosmos, as they transform what is possible for those who witness him in the action.  They give the clue to what God’s creation is, for those, however many or few, who are able to recognise them as such.  They are transfigurations, transforming his people’s understanding of him onto a new, deeper level.

And perhaps they are transfigurations for God also.  But that brings us to another set of questions.   Can God be transfigured?  Can he change? And if God can be present, revealed and active in specific events, why does God more often seem absent, hidden and passive?  Can God suffer; can she undergo pain, or even death?

 
.


NOTES

� 	The term was coined by the philosopher Donald Davidson.


� 	cf What Kind of Relativism, op. cit. (note 19).


� 	Cf Arthur Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being, Harvard 1936.


� 	A little more on poetry at the end of this session.  For more, see Holy Ground, Chapter 6.  


� 	The Transfiguration appears in Matthew 17.1-8, Mark 9.2-8, and Luke 9.28-36.   In Mark and Matthew the word metamorphoo is used for ‘transfigured’, whereas in Luke Jesus’ appearance simply ‘became other.’


� 	In a Station in a Metro in T.S. Eliot, Selected Poems (Faber 1928) p.99


� 	The word ‘superstition’ means literally something that ‘stands over’, something that has as it were stayed standing when the tide of new thought ought to have eroded it.


� 	Thus the two Covenants, Old and New, unlock the secret of the even older covenant made with the whole of creation after the flood.





