
A few years ago – indeed, longer ago than I’d care to admit – I was out working on my 

sermon. I used to sit at a high-top table in the corner of this dark watering hole and do my 

research, jotting down notes or quotes or anecdotes that might help me later in the week, in my 

frantic frenzy to actually write the sermon. There was almost never anyone else in there besides 

the bartender and me, and we generally kept an amiable and comfortable silence. But Mikey 

knew who I was, and what I did, and he was a curious guy, so every now and then, he’d ask me 

what I was working on. 

Now, Mikey is a pretty self-assured and confident guy, to the point that some folks might 

call him cocky or arrogant. But really, he’s just an Italian guy who grew up in the Bronx, so 

conversation isn’t only about getting to know someone, but almost like a boxing match. It’s not 

always something you just have, but something you can win, or at least something you can use to 

get one over on the other person. I actually kind of love those conversations, when you’re trying 

to poke holes or test limits. When everyone knows the rules, they can be a good time. 

So, Mikey saunters over to me and asks me what the Word of the Lord is today. Despite 

being a good Italian boy, he’s not much of a church guy, but he listened to me tell him this 

morning’s gospel lesson. He kind of nodded and went back behind the bar to cut some limes up, 

leaving me to figure out exactly what I would mine from this miraculous appearance and what its 

meaning would be for us today. 

Five minutes later, he walks up, leans over, and asks: “Yeah, but how’d they know, 

though?” 

 “What?” 

“How’d those guys know who the other guys were?” 

“Who?” 



“You said that those two guys from the old times appeared out of nowhere.” 

“Moses and Elijah, yeah.” 

“Okay. So how’d the other guys know who they were? How’d they know what those two 

guys looked like? If they were from like hundreds of years before, how would they know what 

they looked like? They just carry around pictures of them or something, just in case, in their 

togas or something? I’m just saying.” 

I looked at Mikey, and he leaned even closer. It was like staring into the abyss and having 

it stare back. “Mikey, I don’t think they had baseball cards for prophets. They didn’t wear togas 

either.” 

“Okay. But then how’d they know though?” 

“I honestly have no idea. And I hate you.” 

I consider myself a pretty good skeptic, and I’m definitely one of those people who 

watches movies and points out every plot hole, so I was a little bit embarrassed and a little bit 

angry that I’d never even thought of that before. It never occurred to me that James and Peter and 

John could have absolutely no idea what Moses and Elijah looked like. But then I started to think 

about it. How did they know? How did they know, immediately, that it was Moses and Elijah? If 

I were on a mountain with someone, and then two figures appeared with them, and they were all 

bathed in a blindingly-white light, I might not recognize them if they were my parents, let alone 

two people I’d never seen before. I can only imagine I’d find the whole scene a little disorienting 

to say the least.  

Now, it had been foretold in the book of Malachi that Elijah would return before the 

Messiah came, and if the disciples assumed Elijah was one of the two – representing the 

Prophets – then if would only make sense that Moses would be there to represent the Law. 



Moses and Elijah are the two holiest people in Jewish tradition, and having them stand alongside 

Jesus demonstrates Jesus’ role in continuing that tradition while also doing a new thing within it. 

Matthew’s gospel, especially, goes to great lengths to make precisely this point, even as the 

Transfiguration appears in Mark and Luke as well. 

 But it’s not a question of whether or not it was appropriate or significant that Elijah and 

Moses would be there, but how those disciples knew it was them at all. Throughout the gospels, 

the disciples are depicted, more often than not as constantly misinterpreting Jesus’ parables, 

misconstruing his teachings, even misunderstanding his role as Messiah. Yet, in this miraculous 

moment, they put everything together perfectly and instantaneously. It seems odd that they could 

muster even this measure of competency and clarity. 

 The answer, the only answer, is that the Holy Spirit revealed it to them. Though they 

could have had no earthly understanding of who those figures were, they knew in their hearts 

that it had to be Moses and Elijah. Indeed, though they could have had no earthly understanding 

that Jesus was the Messiah, but they knew that in their hearts as well. 

 Every day, we struggle with that divide in ourselves: between what we know and what 

we feel; between what our eyes and ears tell us and what our heart tells us. Our eyes and ears 

often win out, and rightfully so. We don’t drive to work or shop at the grocery store or pay our 

bills by faith. But what would be missing from our lives if we refused to invite the Holy Spirit to 

fill our hearts with the kind of knowledge that comes only from God? What if James and Peter 

and Jon had ignored the Holy Spirit working on them and in them on the mountaintop and asked 

Jesus later – “So, anyway, who were those guys?” What if, after Jesus has told them to drop their 

nets and become fishers for people, they’d turned to him and said: “Are you crazy? Why would 

we do that?” 



 If we were up on that mountain, would we have opened our hearts to the Holy Spirit, and 

believe that we saw Elijah and Moses with Jesus? If we were on the shore that morning, would 

we have let the Holy Spirit change our lives and let us drop our nets? Would we have let the 

Holy Spirit’s message and guidance penetrate our skeptical eyes and our cautious minds? Are we 

willing to let our faith lead us, even when our brains and our common sense tell us that it might 

not be the wisest move?  

 Throughout Epiphany, we have been listening to Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians. In 

it, he emphasizes, over and over, that our faith is seen as foolishness to the wisdom of this world. 

He has repeated this theme that the eyes and ears of this world cannot hear or see the truth. That 

they did not know the truth when it came to them in the person of Jesus Christ, the Messiah, the 

Son of God. They did not accept it. They could not accept it, because that truth contradicted all 

that they had learned and all that they knew about the world and how it operated. The truth of 

Jesus Christ threatens the wisdom of this world. The truth of Jesus Christ overturns the wisdom 

of this world. The truth of Jesus Christ makes the wisdom of this world into foolishness. 

 The truth of Jesus Christ shakes the world and remakes it. It shines the light of Christ into 

every dark place, bringing the Gospel message of God’s love and forgiveness to every child of 

God. When we let the Holy Spirit enter into our hearts, we are transformed by it, we are guided 

by that light, and we are no longer conformed to the wisdom of this world, but see it, finally, as 

foolishness. We are given new eyes with which to see, and new ears with which to hear, and we 

see and hear new things in new ways, and, indeed, even the old things in new ways. 

 This morning we celebrate Transfiguration Sunday, as we call it. But the original Greek 

uses a word that is much more familiar to each of us: metamorphosis. The metamorphosing 

power of the Holy Spirit is available to each and every one of us, through our faith in Jesus 



Christ. That power and that faith allows us not just to stand on the mountain and see the light and 

hear the people, but to know that it is Elijah and Moses, and that the light is the light of the world 

which no darkness can overcome, the love of God made flesh. 

 But the power in that faith is not limited to our hearts, to change our own hearts and 

know that Holy Spirit lives and moves within us. Rather than build shrines on the mountain, they 

became shrines of the truth and beacons of the light, sharing the Good News of God’s Beloved 

Son. They left the mountain, transformed even though they had not been transfigured. They went 

into the world and shared their faith and showed the power in it. They shared the news of God’s 

foolishness that was wiser than the wisdom of this world.  

 The true test of our faith is not whether or not we can answer every pedantic question 

about the Bible, and not whether or not we can perfectly recite chapter and verse. The true test of 

our faith is whether or not we are willing to embrace the presence of the Holy Spirit in our hearts 

and allow it to animate the rest of our lives. The true test of our faith is whether or not we are 

willing to trust in the foolishness of God over the wisdom of this world. We can be transformed 

and transfigured, made new into disciples of Christ, if we invite the Holy Spirit to work on us. 

And we can transform and transfigured the wisdom of this world, if we work on the world 

guided by the Holy Spirit. 

 Even when we are regarded as fools, especially when we are regarded as fools, we know 

there is power in our truth, strength in our faith, conviction in our hope. There is wisdom in our 

foolishness. We are fools for peace and justice. We are fools for liberation and freedom. We are 

fools for love and mercy. We are fools for Christ, who loved us so foolishly and completely that 

he destroyed the bonds of sin and death, even as we were captive to them. When we foolishly 

pursue peace and justice, liberation and freedom, love and mercy, we follow Christ not only to 



the cross but to new life with Christ. When we foolishly love Christ and forsake the world that 

hated him, we begin to transform it into God’s Kingdom. When we foolishly welcome the Holy 

Spirit into our hearts, we know that there is no greater truth than God’s, no greater power than 

God’s, no greater love than God’s, and it is no longer foolishness, but wisdom.  

How did they know? They believed, and they were transformed, by witnessing the 

transformation. Believe. Believe and be transformed, and transform this world through by 

witnessing to that truth, that power, that love of God’s which passes all understanding and 

belongs to all God’s children. How did they know? How do you know? “Get up and do not be 

afraid.” 


