
 1 

Sermon for Transfiguration of Our Lord Year A 2020 
You . . . are You! 

 
 
So Peter, James and John went up a mountain . . . 
well, actually the text says a “high” mountain— 
now anyone who lived through the 1960’s  
can’t help but pause on the word “high” 
--especially so because of the story that follows. 
For me, when I put high and mountain together, 
John Denver comes to mind . . . 
Rocky Mountain, high, Colorado . . .  
 
I can’t help but wonder . . .  
just what did Peter, James and John experience 
on that “high” mountain so many thousands of years ago? 
 
Whether we admit it or not,  
even those of us  
who think ourselves especially open to mystery  
feel uneasy in the presence of a gospel story like this.   
And yet, at one level of perception,  
the experience of transfiguration  
is not entirely beyond us. 
 
Who among us has not  
known moments of surprised illumination when,  
through some outwardly ordinary act, episode,  
or fragment of conversation,  
someone we thought we knew fairly well  
is suddenly revealed in a completely new light? 
Or the revelation we experience is one of mistaken identity? 
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With thoughts of mistaken identity in mind, 
whenever I hear or read the story of Jesus’ transfiguration, 
I often think of a story and experience of my husband, Joe’s, 
many years ago when he was the Chorus Master 
at the New York City Opera. 
This was back in 1990, 
the rarely performed and very demanding score of 
Arnold Schoenberg’s Moses und Aaron ---  
yes, that is the biblical story of Moses and Aaron as an opera— 
in addition to preparing the chorus, 
Joe was also the cover conductor of the Artistic Director,  
Christopher Keene. 
This was a rather big deal for “the No. 2” opera company 
in NYC to produce. 
The City Opera brought the renowned German stage director, 
Hans Neugebauer.  
Because most of the opera involved the chorus 
and his busy schedule, 
the conductor, Christopher Keene, deputized Joe 
to conduct the staging rehearsals. 
Things were going along well for several weeks. 
Joe and Hans were getting along swimmingly with the 
rehearsals until one day, Hans was not happy that 
Joe was not conducting the rehearsal. 
Hans complained to Joe,  
“Why are you letting your assistant take the rehearsal?” 
Joe wasn’t sure what Hans was talking about  
until it was too late to make the correction. 
Things eventually came to a climax when there was a production 
meeting in the Artistic Director’s office one morning. 
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Everyone was gathered and seated in front  
of the desk of the Director’s Office. 
Joe was seated beside Hans the stage director who was groggily 
taking a big sip of his morning coffee. 
Christopher Keene, the conductor and Artistic Director,  
took his place behind his desk. 
According to my husband Joe, 
Hans took another sip of his coffee . . . 
looked first at Joe who was seated beside him 
and then at Christopher behind the desk  
and immediately stood up and pointed at him and said, 
“You are you!!!” 
 
Poor Hans! 
Everyone laughed, of course. 
And yet, I have often thought that in many ways  
that was the experience of Peter, James, and John  
those many, many years ago on the “high” mountain. 
Because, so often we don’t know who is who, 
and in whose company we are. 
 
After all, how well do we know each other  
and who we ourselves are? 
What makes us think we know God  
any better than we know each other  
or know ourselves? 
 
If we are fortunate, in retrospect, 
we have the opportunity to consider the life of someone  
no longer living--a parent or grandparent,  
a friend or mentor— 



 4 

and we realize how inadequately, even perhaps how wrongly,  
we have grasped the true character  
of that person, that loved one.  
Or, we have missed the depths of meaning  
that he or she held for our own life. 
Granted, usually these insights do not come 
as moments of blinding light . . . 
and, yet . . . they are small epiphanies— 
small revelations that give us a simultaneous glimpse  
of our loved one’s humanity 
and of God’s presence in their life  
and in ours in, with and through them. 
 
Peter’s stuttering, 
“Lord, it is good for us to be here . . .” 
is the realization . . . 
“You . . . are you!” 
“Lord . . . it is you!  
 
But what does that mean for us? 
What does this experience . . .  
that we can barely imagine . . . mean for us? 
 
Well, just like Hans and Peter, James, and John, 
just when we think we have God figured out, 
it’s good to be reminded that all too often we are wrong. 
Whenever we think we understand or know who Jesus is, 
whenever we grow complacent, self-righteous, 
or idle in our lives of faith, 
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it’s good to be brought up short, 
or brought to our knees by God  
whose thoughts are not our thoughts,  
and whose ways are not our ways. 
There are very good reasons to encounter Jesus 
on the “high” mountain . . .  
that is, a mountain that is too high for us to truly attain. 
 
On the other hand, it’s not good to fixate on the sublime  
so much that we desecrate the mundane. 
Most of life is unspectacular. 
By which I mean, most of life doesn’t dazzle us  
with non-stop special effects. 
But all of life—all of life—contains the sacred. 
The challenge is to cultivate the kind of sight 
that perceives God in places darker, 
murkier, and more obscure than a mountaintop. 
 
As soon as Peter affirms his experience, 
he tries to hoard it. 
What I hear in his plan to “make dwellings” 
is an understandable but ultimately misguided attempt to 
contain, domesticate, protect, and possess the sublime. 
To harness the holy. 
To make the fleeting permanent. 
To keep Jesus shiny, beautiful, and safe up on a mountain. 
After all, everything is so good up there. 
So clear. 
So bright. 
So unmistakably . . . spiritual. 
Why not stay forever? 
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Well, because God says no. 
Even before Peter is finished speaking, 
God covers him in a thick cloud,  
and tells him to listen to Jesus— 
NOT to Peter’s own misconceptions  
about who he thinks Jesus is, 
what he thinks the life of faith is all about. 
It’s Jesus’ way—the way of the valley, 
the way of the cross, 
the way of humility, surrender, and sacrifice— 
that is the way Peter – and all of us – must learn to follow. 
 
As one of my colleagues puts it . . . 
read the bible, but listen to Jesus. 
In other words, as Pastor Peter Olsen put it: 
This means we read the Bible with Jesus colored glasses.  
As we know from our readings in the Sermon on the Mount, 
Jesus takes great liberties with the Bible.  
Yes, the Bible does say and eye for an eye  
and a tooth for a tooth.  
“But,” says Jesus, “I am telling you something different.” 
 Jesus tells us that the Bible, the law and the prophets,  
revolve around two great commandments,  
“Love the Lord your God with all your heart,  
with all your soul, with all your mind and with all your strength. 
And love your neighbor as yourself.”   
Therefore, if your reading of the Bible leads you to judge, 
condemn, discriminate against, hurt or insult anybody at all,  
you have it all wrong-no matter what the literal text says.  
 
 



 7 

A loveless reading of the scriptures  
is not a testament to Jesus and the gentle reign of God  
Jesus proclaims.  
Any such reading distorts the biblical witness to Jesus  
in the interest of a cruel, selfish and hateful agenda.  
That, in my humble opinion, is how a lot of religion purporting 
to be Christian misuses the scriptures.  
So whenever someone says in an authoritative tone,  
“The Bible says…” We must always respond with,  
“Yes, but how would Jesus have us read and apply that text?” 
 
In the version of this Transfiguration event we hear in the gospel 
of Matthew, the disciples are overcome with fear when God 
speaks to them out of the cloud. 
They cower in silence, and fall to the ground. 
But then comes the part of the story I really do like: 
Jesus came and touched them, saying, 
“Get up and do not be afraid” 
And when they looked up,  
they saw no one except Jesus himself alone. 
What if as my colleague points out we read and hear 
all of scripture as Jesus coming to every one of us, 
putting his hands on our shoulders, 
lifting us up, 
telling us not to be afraid. 
Jesus always comes in that simple, ordinary human encounter. 
No wonder our eyes widen and we are surprised into realization 
saying, “You are you!” 
Because we see the divine in a guise,  
a form that we did not expect but can recognize and bear. 
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As it turns out, Peter, for all his eagerness and earnestness, 
isn’t made for unending “high” mountain experiences. 
He can’t handle too much of the spectacular. 
All he can actually take of God’s glory  
is a tender human hand on his shoulder 
and a reassuring human voice in his ear. 
 
And yet . . . don’t we all yearn for mountaintop experiences? 
That’s okay. 
They’ll come and go according to God’s will and timing, 
certainly not according to yours or my micromanagement. 
In that sense, sublime spiritual experiences are easy; 
they require little from you and me. 
We can’t control them. 
What’s hard is consenting to follow Jesus back down the 
mountain . . . where we will be faced 
with the day in and day out of walking—not by sight— 
but by faith—heading out as one of my favorite prayers 
states:  not knowing where we go  
but only that your hand is leading us— 
That’s what is challenging. 
To learn to cultivate awe and wonder and recognition of Christ 
in the face of the mundane, of the day after day. 
What’s essential is finding Jesus in the rhythms and routines of 
the everyday. 
In the loving touch of a friend. 
In the human voices that say, “Don’t be afraid.” 
In the unspectacular business of discipleship, 
prayer, service, and solitude. 
In the unending invitation to love God with all that we are 
by loving our neighbor as Christ loved us. 
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Today we come to the end of the liturgical season of Epiphany. 
Having seen the bright lights of Epiphany, 
we prepare now for the long “darkness” of Lent. 
We can’t know ahead of time  
what mountains and valleys lie ahead. 
We can’t predict how God will speak, 
and in what unexpected guise Jesus might appear. 
But we can trust in this: 
whether on the brightest mountain, or the darkest valley, 
Jesus abides, 
Jesus is, 
and the light of Christ shines in the darkness. 
Even as Jesus blazes with holy light, 
his gentle hand remains warm and solid on our shoulders. 
Even when we are only half awake, 
or on our knees in the wilderness, 
he whispers, 
“Do not be afraid.” 
 
So, listen to the ordinary. 
Keep listening. 
It is good for us to be here. 
And let Christ be your light . . . 
because Jesus is the Christ. 
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