TRANSFIGURATION SUNDAY

“Down the Mountain” — Mar. 2, 25

28 Now about eight days after these sayings Jesus took with him Peter and John and James and
went up on the mountain to pray. 2° And while he was praying, the appearance of his face
changed, and his clothes became as bright as a flash of lightning. % Suddenly they saw two men,
Moses and Elijah, talking to him. 3! They appeared in glory and were speaking about his exodus,
which he was about to fulfill in Jerusalem. 32 Now Peter and his companions were weighed down
with sleep, but as they awoke they saw his glory and the two men who stood with him. 3 Just as
they were leaving him, Peter said to Jesus, “Master, it is good for us to be here; let us set up three
tents: one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah,” not realizing what he was saying. 3 While
he was saying this, a cloud came and overshadowed them, and they were terrified as they entered
the cloud. ® Then from the cloud came a voice that said, “This is my Son, my Chosen; listen to
him!” 3 When the voice had spoken, Jesus was found alone. And they kept silent and in those
days told no one any of the things they had seen. (Luke 9:28-36)

A long time ago, one of my best clergy friends in Rhode Island had the opportunity
to participate in an exchange ministry with an Irish Methodist pastor. My friend
went to Ireland, while the Irish pastor came to Rhode Island for six months to
engage in the exchange ministry.

One Sunday, | invited the Irish pastor to preach at the church | served. He was
deeply committed to the peace ministry and shared a powerful story about the
long-standing conflict between Catholics and Protestants in Ireland. His church
was located right on the border—when they opened the front door, it led to
Catholic territory, and the back door opened to Protestant territory.

The wooden front and back doors of the church still bore many bullet holes. The
pastor explained that church members had intentionally left the bullet holes as a
vivid reminder of the scars of war and to dedicate themselves to the peace that God
desires. | was deeply impressed by their enduring commitment to peace and
reconciliation.

When Barbara Brown Taylor, one of the most effective preachers in the English-
speaking world, traveled to Ireland with her husband, she was so excited and
deeply impressed by the beautiful Irish mountains and other natural phenomena.
She experienced “thin places,” where heaven and earth seem to touch, and the
human experience’s glimpse of the Divine light. Barbara believes that Jesus’
Transfiguration was meant to bring this same light into our sinful and hurting
world through a door cracked open.! I’ve never been to Ireland, but as you may

1 Barbara Brown Taylor, Home by Another Way.
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know, | was a big fan of backpacking. If my family says yes, I’d be delighted to
take them to Ireland sometime later.

Today is Transfiguration Sunday, often called the Feast of the Transfiguration.

Along with Peter, John, and James, Jesus went up on the mountain to pray. It is
Important to remember that the Transfiguration happened while Jesus was praying,
as prayer was a vital part of His life. Luke highlights that Jesus’ prayer life and His
living out the will of God are inseparable.?2 While praying, Jesus’ face and clothes
became dazzlingly bright.

Suddenly, Moses and Elijah appeared in glorious splendor and talked with Jesus.
We can read the same story in Mark and Matthew (Mk 9:2-8; Mt. 17:1-8), but only
Luke includes the contents of their conversation. Moses and Elijah spoke about
Jesus’ exodus, which is often translated as Jesus’ departure. Jesus’ exodus, or
departure, meant his death, resurrection, and ascension, which he was about to
complete in Jerusalem. The transfiguration story is especially connected to the
cross and resurrection, and Jesus’ radiant and glorious transfiguration especially
anticipates his resurrection.

The disciples were asleep while this marvelous event was happening. Upon waking
up and rubbing their eyes, they saw Jesus in his glory and the two men standing
with him. After Moses and Elijah had left, Peter said to Jesus, “Master, this is a
great moment! Let’s build three tabernacles: one for you, one for Moses, and one
for Elijah.” Peter wanted to stay forever in all these moments and emotions. At
least he wanted to build memorials to hold those memories.

While Peter was still speaking to Jesus, suddenly a cloud appeared and enveloped
them, and the disciples were terrified as they entered the cloud. Then from the
cloud a voice said, “This is my Son, my Chosen; listen to him!” In the Bible,
clouds often mean the presence of God. When the sound of the voice died away,
they saw Jesus there alone. They were speechless. The disciples kept this to
themselves, at least for a while.

Instead of seeking his own glory on the peak of the high mountain, Jesus came
down, walking the path leading to the cross. As Henri Nouwen said, Jesus showed
us that “God’s way is not the way of upward mobility, but downward mobility.”

2 New Interpreter’s Bible; Interpretation.



TRANSFIGURATION SUNDAY

Peter, James, and John followed Jesus as he continued to walk the cross of love.
The mountaintop moment didn’t make them extraordinary human beings. After
Jesus was arrested, Peter denied Jesus three times with fear and wept bitterly over
his weakness and cowardice. The disciples of Jesus often showed shortcomings,
such as fear, anxiety, vulnerability, and desire for power, but they were still God’s
beloved who humbly walked Jesus’ way to the end.

The transfiguration of Jesus also invites us to take up our own cross and follow his
way of downward mobility, especially through this coming Lenten season leading
to the day of resurrection. As John Wesley suggested, when we strive for the kin-
dom of God and stay mindful of God’s presence and actions here and now, our
every NOW moment would become a true mountaintop experience.

This Wednesday will be Ash Wednesday, the beginning of Lent. As we prepare to
follow the downward journey of Jesus, let us be attentive to God’s presence in
every moment, especially through “thin places,” experiencing the eternal in the
present and the mountaintop in every place.

I will conclude this sermon with a ‘Celtic Prayer for Transfiguration.” Let us pray:

O Christ, the light of the world,

Transfigure our hearts with your radiant love.

As you were transformed on the holy mountain,
Transform our lives with your divine presence.
May we see your glory in the everyday moments,
And find your grace in the midst of our struggles.
Guide us with your light, O Lord,

And lead us to the path of eternal life. Amen!



