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           Transfiguration of the Lord
TEXT (English translation: NRSV)        

Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and John, and led them up
a high mountain apart, by themselves. And he was transfigured before them, and
his clothes became dazzling white, such as no one on earth could bleach them.
And there appeared to them Elijah with Moses, who were talking with Jesus.
Then Peter said to Jesus, “Rabbi, it is good for us to be here; let us make three
dwellings, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.” He did not know what
to say, for they were terrified. Then a cloud overshadowed them, and from the
cloud there came a voice, “This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!” Suddenly
when they looked around, they saw no one with them any more, but only Jesus. 

(1)
“Six days later,” we are told, Jesus took three disciples with him, up a mountain. We need to
ask: Six days following what?  The answer is in the preceding chapter and is this:  Six days
following the occasion famously known as “Peter’s confession.”

In the gospel of Mark, up to the day of Peter’s so-called confession, time and again, those who
have become Jesus’s most intimate disciples, keep having a hard time understanding Jesus. 
They can’t figure out what Jesus is up to. They follow him without really understanding what
he’s doingn or what he’s asking them to do. They are close to Jesus without really knowing him.

Then comes the moment where everything seems to fall into place for the disciple named
Peter. Jesus has put to his disciples the question, “Who do people say that I am?”, and the
disciples reply, “Some say John the Baptist, some say Elijah or one of the other prophets.”
Then Jesus asks, “But who do you say that I am?”  Peter, as if he had been blind up to that
moment but now, at last, can see, declares, “Why, Jesus, you are the Messiah!”  No sooner
does Peter say that, than Jesus immediately begins telling the disciples that the path ahead is
going to be, for him, a path of great suffering. Important and powerful people are going to reject
him, says Jesus, and even are out to kill him. On hearing that, Peter rebukes Jesus. After all,
Jesus is, Peter is sure, the Messiah, the Christ. What’s all this talk about suffering and death?

Then Jesus rebukes Peter with the famous line, “Get behind me, Satan!”  Jesus says that Peter
is too focused on human ways of thinking to understand what God is up to in this world.  Then
Jesus says, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their
cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their
life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.” There’s no indication, however, that
Peter or any other disciple was ready or able, yet, to hear, to understand, what Jesus was
saying.

Six days later, Jesus takes Peter and two other disciples, James and John, to a solitary place
on a high mountain. While there, the disciples have a startling experience of Jesus. He seems
to them as if transfigured, transformed, changed in appearance. It’s Jesus alright, yet there’s an
unnatural – a supernatural – brilliance about him.  Suddenly the disciples see someone talking
with Jesus.  It’s Moses and Elijah, two persons who, centuries earlier, had played crucial roles
in Israel’s history, as spokespersons for the Word of God.  Moses was known as the great Law-
giver of Israel, and both he and Elijah as the earliest of Israel’s most powerful prophets. It’s an
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amazing experience for these disciples. Too amazing, in fact. The disciples are startled, even
afraid. The situation is strange, disconcerting. It throws them for a loss as to what to say.  

Peter can’t stand the silence.  He feels compelled to break it. So he blurts out: Jesus, how
awesome seeing you here with Moses and Elijah! Now, let us build three shelters on this
mountain, one for each of you, in honor of this great moment!”    

What did Peter mean? The Gospel of Mark indicates that Peter just blurted this out without
really thinking.  The vision of Jesus with Moses and Elijah was so mysterious, strange, and
disconcerting to all three disciples that they were startled into silence until Peter, out of sheer
nervousness, clumsily broke the silence.

And things get stranger still.  A cloud descends upon them, at which point the disciples probably
began thinking of the story they’d been taught regarding Moses, long ago, on a similar
mountain (Exodus 24:15-18): “Moses went up on the mountain, and the cloud covered the
mountain. And the glory of the Lord settled on the mountain, as the cloud covered it.”  What
happened back then to Moses, is what Peter, James, and John see happening around them
now. It is a holy moment, and they hear a voice from the cloud.  Surely this is the voice of God! 
And the voice says, “This is my Son, the Beloved. Listen to him!” There’s no further advice, no
further command, no further admonition.  Just: Listen to him!

(2)
Peter knew that Jesus is the Messiah, the Christ, the Savior. And, yet, he needed to be told to
listen to Jesus. So do we!  

The reasons we need to be told today aren’t all identical with the reasons Peter needed to be
told back then.  Still, we, too, need to be told (and told again, and again, and again!) to listen to
Jesus. We need to be told (and told again, and again, and again!), because of at least two
things that we keep letting get in the way of listening to Jesus.

One thing we let get in the way is this: our priorities.  

In order to listen to Jesus, we must commit ourselves to certain practices that most of us
nowadays have a hard time committing to, such as these: the practice of worshiping God in the
community of Christ’s Holy Spirit known as the church; the practice of studying the Word of
God revealed in Jesus Christ through scripture’s witness to him; the practice of praying to God
as repentant sinners; the practice of meditating on the things that enter our hearts and minds
through study and prayer; and the practice of service to the church and, through the church, to
the world, as Christ’s disciples. We can’t give Jesus the hearing that God desires for us to give
him, apart from such practices as these. And, yet, we all – you, me, all of us – have so many
other important things we’re trying to tend to, that we tend to listen to Jesus more on the run
and on a catch-as-catch-can basis, than as people who believe that Jesus is the way, the truth,
and the life – the word of God incarnate – the self-revelation of eternal God. That’s one thing
that we let get in the way of listening to Jesus: our other and usually higher priorities.

A second thing we let get in the way of listening to Jesus (and here we have a lot in common
with Peter!) is this: our tendency to listen as if we already know what Jesus has to say, rather
than listening with genuine openness for learning something new from Jesus regarding God,
regarding ourselves, and regarding our world.
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The truth is, what Jesus has to say is sometimes not what we want to hear. What Jesus has to
say sometimes powerfully challenges what we believe and want to believe about God, God’s
calling, and God’s command. What Jesus has to say sometimes mightily challenges our sense
of who we are, and of what we deserve in life, and of what God requires of us. What Jesus has
to say sometimes overwhelmingly challenges the path that we’re on, the life that we’re leading,
and the depth of our commitment to his cause. What Jesus has to say sometimes so calls into
question the things we want to hear and believe, that we can’t take listening to what Jesus
actually is saying – such as when he says:  “If any want to become my followers, let them deny
themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose
it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.”  And so,
rather than truly openly listening, we, at best, only half listen, only “kind of” listen.  We listen, as
it were, with our hands over our ears, really able to hear only what we tell ourselves Jesus is
saying, rather than hearing what new things Jesus actually has to say. That’s something Peter
himself did a lot of, in the beginning, when he first began following Jesus.  Rather than
genuinely listening to and, so, learning from, Jesus, he listened, as it were, with his hands over
his ears.  He preferred his own image of God’s will and way, to what Jesus came teaching
regarding the will and way of God. With hands over his ears, Peter substituted his own image of
God for the God who is there; he substituted the God he wanted, for the God who speaks to us
through the life and mission of Jesus.

(3)
This coming Wednesday is Ash Wednesday, the first day of the season of worship the church
calls Lent – the season that, forty regular days and six Sunday’s later, will culminate in our
Easter celebration of Christ’s resurrection. Lent is, in particular, a time for preparing for Easter
by working at learning to listen to Jesus with deeper commitment and greater courage than
perhaps has been our tendency in the past. During Lent, we’re called to put unusual effort into
listening in particular to this peculiar, difficult, and challenging claim: that true life is the life that
calls to us from the cross of Jesus Christ; that it is through the death of the old self that we live
in Christ; and that it is by losing ourselves in the work and way of the gospel of Jesus that we
shall find ourselves and, so, really and truly know who we are and why we’re here – and be
glad.

As we wrestle with that claim, we will do well to remember that even for Jesus’s first disciples – 
especially and above all for Peter – learning to listen to Jesus did not come easy. Even there on
that mountaintop in the glorious light of what they there beheld, learning to listen to Jesus did
not come easy. In time, of course, they would learn. And, in time, so will we. In all the mystery
of God’s own time and way, so will we. Even if at first we learn in only timid, intimidated,
tentative, and halting ways, and even if, along the way, Jesus has to admonish us sternly the
way he, on occasion, had to admonish Peter, still, the light of God’s redeeming grace and love
will get us where God knows we need to be going. So: Let us humbly boldly step up to and into
the challenge of that light. Amen. 


