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Carry the Light into the Darkness 

Transfiguration Sunday 
 

When was the last time you needed a mountain 

top experience?  We all need one every now and then 

don’t we?  Sometimes we need some time away and our 

mountain top experiences are literal. If you like to hike, 

you know the exhilaration of finally reaching the summit 

and standing in awe of the view that stretches out 

before you.  If you’re like me, when you finally make it, 

you pull out your water bottle, find a nice flat boulder, 

and settle in for a while to breathe in the splendor.  

Perhaps you are an athlete, and for you the mountain 

top experience is winning that play-off game or match, 

or finishing that marathon or 10K – there is nothing like 

that adrenaline rush.  For others, mountain top 

experiences are emotional.  Your mountain-top might be 

winning an important award at school or that long 

awaited promotion at work, or getting engaged or 

married, or holding your newborn child or grandchild for 

the very first time.  For, some of us, mountaintops are 
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spiritual - how many of us have been away at a camp or 

spiritual retreat?  As the week progresses, we feel closer 

and closer to God, and we never want the time to end.  

We all need these experiences from time to time.  

(PAUSE) 

Sometimes we seek out those mountain top 

experiences, but other times, they occur when we least 

expect them.  I think that’s what happened to Peter, 

James and John in today’s story. And even though this 

mountain top experience was unexpected, I imagine 

they needed it to.   

You see, it had been an interesting few weeks to 

be a follower of Jesus.  He had cured many in the 

crowds, then fed the 4,000 – clearly he was a miracle 

worker! He had tussled with the Scribes and the 

Pharisees -- clearly he was a threat to the establishment.  

Then just a week before the transfiguration, Jesus asked 

the disciples, “Who do people say that the Son of Man 

is?”  The disciples answered, “Some say John the Baptist, 
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but others Elijah, and still others Jeremiah or one of the 

prophets.”   

Jesus pushed back a bit, “But who do you say that 

I am?” At that moment, Simon Peter declared, “You are 

the Messiah the Son of the Living God.”  Son of Man, 

Son of God -- clearly Jesus is a complex person. (PAUSE)  

In response to Peter’s declaration, Jesus said, “Blessed 

are you Simon, son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not 

revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven.” Then, 

Jesus sternly orders the disciples not to tell anyone that 

he is the Messiah.  (PAUSE)   

Does this strike anyone else as strange? Why 

would this news be a secret? (PAUSE) 

Then, things got even stranger.  Jesus begins to 

tell his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem where he 

will undergo great suffering at the hands of the elders 

and chief priests and scribes; that he will be killed – and 

then be raised on the third day.   

This was more than Peter can bear, so he takes 

Jesus aside and rebukes him saying, “God forbid it Lord! 
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This must never happen to you!” Jesus’ reply must have 

been crushing for Peter, “Get behind me Satan! You are 

a stumbling block to me; for you are setting your mind 

on human things!”  If this isn’t enough, then Jesus tells 

the disciples that if they want to follow him, they must 

deny themselves, pick up their crosses, and follow him. 

(PAUSE) 

What a roller coaster ride those few weeks were. I 

imagine that the disciples’ heads were spinning and that 

they needed clarity, and vision, and affirmation. They 

needed a mountain top experience, but I doubt they 

expecting one when Jesus invites them up on the 

mountain to pray. There is certainly nothing unusual 

about this invitation. Jesus often withdrew from the 

crowds to pray, and it was not uncommon for him to 

take others along.  But this evening very quickly 

becomes a once-in-a-life-time Epiphany event.  

 Imagine you are one of the disciples.  It has been 

another very long day of ministry and service with Jesus.  

You want to be faithful and trustworthy, and pray near 
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Jesus, but your eyelids are so heavy that it is all you can 

do to keep them open.  Perhaps it is only the chill in the 

night air and the rocks in the uneven ground under you 

that keep you from drifting off.  You raise your head and 

glance over at Jesus.  You rub your eyes and shake your 

head to clear the cobwebs.  Maybe you’re dreaming 

after all, you think.  All of a sudden, the Master’s face 

has taken on this surreal glow, and his clothes are 

dazzling white – whiter than brand new.  Are you 

hallucinating?  You glance over at the other two 

disciples, and it is clear that they are seeing the vision as 

well.  What could it mean? 

Then as you watch, two more men appear.  

Although you don’t know how you know, you know it is 

Moses and Elijah – two of the most important men of 

your faith, talking with Jesus.  Fully awake, you stare in 

amazement.  Moses, the liberator of the Israelites, the 

leader of the Exodus.  The one who received the Law 

from Yahweh. You remember the stories.  Moses 

ascending the mountain to meet God face to face, and 
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coming down with his face shining so intently that he 

had to put a veil on to even face the people.   

And Elijah – known for his prophetic voice in much 

the same way that Moses was known for the law and 

the commandments.  Elijah who cared deeply about 

social justice issues, Elijah who defeated the prophets of 

Ba’al by calling down God’s power on Mt. Carmel.  Elijah 

who was taken to heaven in a flaming chariot and a 

whirlwind.  This was no ordinary Wednesday night 

prayer meeting!   

Not surprisingly, Peter is overcome with his typical 

excitement and enthusiasm. “Master, it is good for us to 

be here.  Let us make three dwelling places, one for you, 

one for Moses, and one for Elijah.”  (PAUSE) 

Now, I must admit, my reaction would probably 

have been much like Peter’s – wouldn’t yours?  This is 

awesome – let’s hang on to this moment – let’s set up 

shop, grab our water bottles, and savor the majesty for 

awhile – like us, Peter is in no hurry to come down from 

that mountain. 
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But God has other ideas.  No sooner do the words 

come out of Peter’s mouth than a cloud comes over 

them – and not just any cloud either.  Something about 

it terrifies the disciples - it makes goose bumps stand up 

on their arms and the hair raise up on the backs of their 

necks. And then they hear a voice – and they know the 

voice belongs to GOD.  “This is my Son, whom I love, 

with whom I am well pleased, listen to him!”  (PAUSE) 

And then as quickly as it all started, it’s over, they 

are alone on the mountain with Jesus again, all 

remnants of sleep cleared from their heads, adrenaline 

pumping through their veins, still in awe of what they 

had just seen. (PAUSE) 

But what did it mean?  I suspect they quickly 

realize the message: in the past you have listened to the 

Moses and the law, and Elijah and the prophets – and 

those are valuable voices, but from now on, listen to my 

Son first and foremost.  Between the voice and the 

physical transformation of Jesus into a radiant essence, 

the message – the epiphany- is unmistakable – this Man 
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is the Son of God, the Christ, the Messiah. (PAUSE) 

Peter’s declaration was right on target. 

Although the “what” is pretty clear, the “why” of 

the whole thing may not be.  Why would God choose 

this ordinary night to reveal to these three disciples that 

Jesus is indeed God?  Don’t they already know that?  

Some had witnessed his baptism where God had 

proclaimed, “This is my Son, my Beloved, in whom I am 

well pleased – so they had heard these words before.”  

Peter had recently confessed that Jesus was the 

Messiah.  Don’t they already know?  Yes, I think they 

did, at least in part.  They certainly knew that Jesus was 

the chosen one, their Savior.  But for any good Jew to 

say a man is GOD, that’s a whole different story.    This 

takes things to a whole new level. (PAUSE) 

As a church, we have been celebrating the 

seasons of Epiphany. Beginning with the visit of the magi 

who followed the strange light in the sky to Jesus, we 

have been enlightened in these past weeks, just as the 

disciples were originally, about who Jesus really is.  
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Today, on this last Sunday of Epiphany, we see him 

totally transformed into light – radiating God’s power 

and presence from the inside out.  Today, when we see 

Jesus, we see God. Today we get to stand on the 

mountaintop with the disciples and be transformed by 

the light.  

And we all need that don’t we? From all that is 

happening in our larger world, to the struggles we face 

in our own lives, we all need a reminder of the glory of 

the God we serve. And wouldn’t it be nice to set up shop 

and stay for a while, to sit down on a big boulder and 

take in the wonder.  Who can blame us? Whether they 

are physical, emotional, or spiritual, we find that we 

really don’t want to leave our mountain top experiences 

to go back to our everyday worlds.   

And there is good reason for that. All the way back 

into the Old Testament, the track record of coming 

down from the mountain isn’t so good.  You may 

remember what happened to Moses – the first time he 

came down with the tablets of the covenant, the people 
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of Israel had become impatient and built a golden calf to 

worship.  God was so angry he sent a plague on the 

people.  – Not exactly the happy ending Moses was 

hoping for. 

And then there was Elijah.  After he presided over 

God’s amazing victory over the prophets of Ba’al, he got 

a threatening message from Jezebel that scared him so 

much he fled for his life.  – A pretty abrupt change from 

experiencing the glory of God. 

And then there are the disciples.  The next day 

when they come down the mountain from the 

transfiguration, Jesus learns that the other disciples 

have been unable to heal a boy with convulsions.  “You 

faithless and perverse generation, how much longer 

must I be with and bear with you,” Jesus asks? - - This 

too was a quick and painful return to reality. 

We’ve all similar experiences haven’t we?  We 

come back from that retreat or disaster relief trip on fire 

for God, but it isn’t very long before the light dims and 

we, like the disciples, tell no one about the things we 
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have heard and seen.  Others of us may train and 

prepare diligently for a particular event, and something 

amazing occurs.  But afterwards, like Elijah, we find 

ourselves so depleted and exhausted that all we can do 

is run and hide from the world.  Others of us may find 

that we are following God with all of our hearts, only to 

discover, like Moses, that those we love and are trying 

to lead have turned away and disappointed us again.  

(PAUSE) 

But come down we must. Why? Because despite 

the struggles and disappointments that inevitably come 

when we venture into the valley, that is where God calls 

us live and serve. Every day we are surrounded by 

people who have not been to the mountaintop, but who 

desperately need to hear the Good News. As disciples of 

the Living Christ, it is our calling and our greatest joy to 

share the gospel.  One of my ministry colleagues puts it 

this way:   
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Believe me, I know 

how tempting it is 

to remain inside this blessing, 

to linger where everything 

is dazzling 

and clear. 

 

We could build walls 

around this blessing, 

put a roof over it. 

We could bring in 

a table, chairs, 

have the most amazing meals. 

We could make a home. 

We could stay. 

 

But this blessing 

is built for leaving. 

This blessing 

is made for coming down 

the mountain. 

This blessing 

wants to be in motion, 

to travel with you 

as you return 

to level ground. 
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It will seem strange 

how quiet this blessing becomes 

when it returns to earth. 

It is not shy. 

It is not afraid. 

 

It simply knows 

how to bide its time, 

to watch and wait, 

to discern and pray 

 

until the moment comes 

when it will reveal 

everything it knows, 

when it will shine forth 

with all that it has seen, 

when it will dazzle 

with the unforgettable light 

you have carried 

all this way. 
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So today, as we end the Epiphany season, let us 

offer thanks for all the ways - both large and small - that 

God has been revealed to us.  Like Mary, may we 

treasure these things in our hearts and then let us carry 

them with us, sharing them, through Lent, into Holy 

Week, through the Easter season and well, for always .  

Amen. 

 

 

 

 


