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The story of Jesus' transfiguration on the mountaintop  
 has always been one of my favorites,  
  in part because there is just so much going on! 
A lot going on means there are lots of ways  
 to hear and interpret the story at different times in our lives   
  For me that kind of richness is one of scriptures finest gifts.  
 

First there are all the links in the story to God's saving acts in Israel's history.  
 Almost all the pyrotechnics here 
  are meant to mirror the pyrotechnics  
   that took place on the top of Mt. Sinai  
    when Moses when up on the mountain  
     to receive the ten commandments, 
      which is why that story is always authored along with  
       the transfiguration every year. 
Many things are the same: an inspiring leader,  
 a mountain top, a mysterious enveloping cloud, 
  bright light as if the mountain was engulfed in flames, 
   a divine voice offering instruction.  
There is also an intentional links between the transfiguration story and     
 the  story of Jesus baptism: 
  the voice of God announces in the same words 
   "This is my Son, the Beloved." 
 

Next there is the presence in the story of Moses and Elijah, the big two,  
 prophets God sent to call the people back  
  when they were faltering and trapped by disobedience. 
Matthew is deeply interested in helping us connect  
 the voice in the cloud with the God of Israel, 
  who never failed to rescue the people in the past 
   and who is up to something in Jesus now  
    something that ensures the fulfillment of Israel's history and more. 
 Indeed, Jesus, not Moses or Elijah is the one 
  the disciples are told to listen to. 
 

But the most marvelous of all are the supernatural details—  
 glistening faces, clothes dazzling white, 
  the appearance and then disappearance of Moses and Elijah, 
   the voice from the bright cloud. 
Such magical details make many 21st century Christians just crazy.  
 Can't we just skip over stories like these  
  that make us look like people  
   who believe things that are whacky and weird?  
The answer is, yes, absolutely. 
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 We can skip over the weird details—but  at a very high price.  
  The price of making scripture comfortable and tidy 
   and of making Jesus someone with no mystery,  
    no majesty, no divinity, and no saving power. 
Give up the strangeness and you make the Bible    
 into a barren book with nothing to offer you 
  that you can't do all by yourself.   
Keep the strangeness and at the very least 
 you are no longer in a universe completely 
  bound by what you alone are able to understand.  
Embrace the strangeness and then wonderful things can happen.  
 
Peter, James and John, though, have no choice. 
 They are up there on the mountain in the midst of it all,  
  representing all of us who will one day read this story. 
They are surely overwhelmed by what they see,  
 but not until they hear the voice from the cloud  
  do they fall down petrified. 
The timing of that moment when the voice comes from the cloud 
 telling them to listen to Jesus, 
  the timing matters a great deal. 
The voice comes right in the middle  
 of Peter's attempt to do what so many of us do:  
  respond to mystery and majesty by trying to control it..  
He starts spewing ideas about setting up permanent camp 
 building places where they can all stay, 
  turning the majesty he's seeing  
   into something he can confine and get his head around.  
 
Think of times when you have had a moment of majesty  
 and wished you could keep it. 
  It might have been an incredible sunrise or sunset 
   that stopped you in your tracks, 
    or maybe you have seen the Northern lights 
     something I still hope to see one day. 
 Maybe it was the first time you saw the ocean, 
  or bioluminescent creatures in the water that glow in the night. 
   It might have been a glacier,  
    or the first time you saw a newborn child. 
 How about a painting that to your own surprise  
  shot a bolt through your being. 
 Or an act of such incredible athleticism  
  that you never, ever want to forget it that you saw it. 
 Or you may be a person who has had  
  an experience of God that words like  
   mystery or majesty can't even begin to describe. 
    Your experience could have been an answer to prayer,  
     a vision, a voice, or a dream so comforting 
      you know it was a gift, not the result  
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       of random neural connections. 
Moments of majesty are by their very nature are rare, 
 completely temporary and brief.  
They happen unexpectedly  
 and are utterly beyond our ability to keep or to control. 
  But we'd like to. So much so 
   that I’m going to ask you to come back into this room right now 
    because some of you are likely still in your memories of majesty. 
 
That emotion, that desire to keep the majestic thing, 
 is what Peter is expressing in an act of awkwardness 
  and really bad timing. 
Right in the middle of his speech  
 the divine cloud arrives and God's voice interrupts him.  
  Not to chastise him or make him feel small, 
   not at all, but in order to direct him and the others and us 
    to what is essential. 
     "This is my son, the Beloved; listen to him." 
 
With that interrupting voice the focus shifts  
 from what Peter wants, what we might want, to who Jesus is,  
  and only now do we notice that up to this point  
   Jesus has done nothing at all.  
Jesus has been acted upon.  
 It is God who reveals who Jesus is,  
  not a claim Jesus makes about himself.  
   And if we look at the setting for the whole story 
    God's action comes after an act of humble obedience by Jesus,  
     in this case his telling the disciples that he’s going    
       to Jerusalem to die. 
Who Jesus is and his suffering love cannot be separated. 
 "With Jesus suffering and majesty, darkness and light,  
  death and life belong together."i  
   That's why he can carry us through our own darkest nights.  
 
Maybe deep down Peter does get it, does see in this moment 
 that the Messiah and suffering love go hand in hand 
  and maybe that's why he blurts out the way he does, 
   to keep that insight from being real. 
"Peter's words typify so much religious talk— 
 ill timed and diversionary," writes my favorite commentary.ii  
 
 
The church is lot like Peter. 
 Peter fumbles around trying to come up  
  with the right response to seeing divine majesty and he blows it. 
   He tries to domesticate a miracle,  
    which couldn't be more pointless. 
 We also like to avoid the hard challenges of discipleship 
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  and instead hold on to comfortable things we understand,      
   and that don’t make us look silly so, we work on   
    increasing membership, putting up buildings 
     where more members can gather to do more things 
      and helping us feel we've found a place where we belong. 
  For a long, long time now churches 
    have put huge amounts of energy into being institutions, 
    rather than focusing on following Christ. 
  
Could it be that this story, which some see as weird and strange 
 is in fact exactly what the church needs the most right now. 
  The church in the 21st century is at a turning point.  
This year, 2017, marks the 500th anniversary of the Reformation.  
 And beloved, we need reforming once again. 
  Our voice, the Mainline Christian voice, was once very powerful, 
   but those days are simply gone.            
    And part of the fault may lie in how much we have      
     always loved moderation. 
      No one's listening anymore to the voice of a privileged church 
       that is used to sitting at the tables of power.  
Out of fear of these kind of changes some Christians are busy 
 Taking up the empty seats by building monuments to the past,  
  Increasingly these monuments are a particular morality, which   
   they put into Jesus' mouth and then announce have been abandoned. 
  That, they say, is why the church has lost its influence, 
   then they are heading back into the past as fast as they can,  
    and call those who won't go with them names. 
     They are Peter, trying to memorialize the church of yesterday. 
 
The good news is that God's voice will come from the cloud and 
 interrupt them, and us, and anyone else who thinks  
  the answer to what the church should be or do lies with them.     
God steps in and points to the essential thing: 
 the obedient son who aligns himself with all who suffer. 
 
Suddenly the cloud is gone, the prophets are gone 
 the majestic glow is gone, the majesty is over. 
  Immediately Jesus comforts Peter and the other disciples,  
And what is the very first thing he says to them and to us 
 in the face of so much change: 
  "Get up and do not be afraid." AMEN. 
 
  
    
 
 

i Brueggemann et al., Texts for Preaching, Year C, p. 171 
ii Ibid, p. 172 

                                                 


