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For Protestant churches across the world, this Sunday is “Transfiguration 
Sunday” and marks the Sunday before the beginning of Lent. Lent will begin 
with Ash Wednesday on February 17th and will mark the six weeks Ash 
Wednesday and Easter Morning. Today’s story focuses on a single remarkable 
event: Jesus took His three closest disciples up a mountain and they saw Him 
shine with divine glory. The Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke include the 
story in very similar terms. John omits it.

As is often the case for me in my meditation on this Scripture from which I will 
preach or teach, I am drawn to a number of little details, the twists and turns of 
Mark’s telling of the tale. I find each of them is ripe for fruitful contemplation — 
any time a little detail of a passage jars me out of my ordinary train of thought 
this seems to be the case. And any one of them could be the focus of a 
sermon. My prayers is that you will find God’s lesson for you as we linger in the 
details of what’s happening at the mountaintop.
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By Themselves

For example, I love how emphatic Mark is 
about the four men taking some time away 
from the rest of the group.

Led them up a high mountain where they were 
alone. Mark 9:2 NIV

Maybe it’s a useful thing to notice. The small 
group of them left the rest behind. On purpose.

Sometimes in churches, especially in churches 
like ours, we act as if we can only do things if 
everybody can come. We labor to make sure 
that two activities are not planned at the same 
time. We may know that the particular people 
on the finance committee are not likely to be 
the same people prepare a meal at the Tacoma 
Rescue Mission, but just in case we put the 
events on different days. It’s something that 
can hold a church back from, say, small groups 
like Bible studies and prayer groups. We’re 
tempted to think that having a particular small 
group, something others aren’t invited to, is a 
problem — it’s “exclusive.” And we don’t want 
that.

But here in today’s Bible passage is Jesus, 
choosing these three friends to join Him in 
this unique experience. The others just aren’t 
invited. Maybe the others were down at the 
foot of the mountain grumbling about being left 
out. Personally, I doubt it. Jesus, as a leader, 
chose particular people to share particular 
experiences. 

We need to do the same thing today. There is 
wisdom in creating all kinds of focused small 
groups, and churches can build health by 
having whole networks of small groups. That’s 
how close relationships grow, and it’s where I 
believe real learning happens.

He Was Transfigured 

Mark uses an important turn of phrase 
in describing the central event of the 
Transfiguration. 

There He was transfigured before them Mark 9:2 NIV

Notice that? Mark declares that the 
transfiguration actually happened. 
Jesus was transfigured. And Mark makes it 
something that happened to Jesus. He was 
transfigured.

Perhaps it’s too easy for people in our era to 
describe what happens as “a vision” — as if it’s 
something that happens to the eyes, or in the 
perception, or the memory, of the disciples. I’m 
pretty sure I’ve described it this way before. 
But if we describe the transfiguration as 
something that changed the way the disciples 
saw then might we minimize it?

This passage in Mark, on the other hand, tells 
us that Jesus was really changed. Yes, the 
disciples saw “behind the curtain,” and got a 
glimpse of Jesus’ divine glory. Mark wants us to 
know that the curtain itself was actually drawn 
back. They didn’t have a flash of insight or 
a visionary experience. Jesus showed them 
something, revealed something about Himself 
that He generally kept hidden.

You see, if I have a vision, then you could be 
standing right beside me but see nothing. But 
if Jesus really was transfigured, and if you had 
been there, you would have seen it too. I’m not 
going to assert large implications of this, I just 
think we need to contemplate it and meditate 
on it as something real — although something 
very mysterious — and allow it to change us. 
Ponder what you would see if Jesus pulled the 
curtain back today. Ponder what would change 
for you.

Jesus, Elijah, and Moses 

One thing the three disciples saw was blinding 
light—Jesus was transfigured, and even His 
clothes shone. The other thing they saw was 
that Jesus was speaking with friends — ones 
these three disciples hadn’t seen there a 
moment before.

And there appeared before them Elijah with 
Moses, who were talking with Jesus. Mark 9:4 NIV
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Why Moses and Elijah?

Moses is the lawgiver, and it sure seems like in 
Jesus’ time Elijah was the prototypical prophet. 
(I would have picked Isaiah as the prototypical 
prophet, reading the OT through the lens of 
the NT theology, but in the Gospels they had a 
real expectation around Elijah returning since 
he was taken up into the air in a chariot of fire 
without facing death (His story can be read at 
the end of 2 Kings chapter 1 and the beginning 
of chapter 2). Elijah was expected to return 
at the time of the Messiah to reconcile God’s 
people to God.)

When Luke tells the story, he gives a clue to 
another reason. Luke says the three of them 
were talking about Jesus’ upcoming departure, 
His “exodus.” The original Exodus, of course, 
was the parting of the Red Sea so the Israelites 
could escape slavery in Egypt. Less prominent 
in Christian memory is the fact that Elijah also 
parted waters, making it possible to pass 
through.

So as well as “Law, Prophets, and Gospel,” 
these three are all “exodus” figures in one way 
or another, sharing a rich images and language 
for how salvation comes about for God’s 
people.

Mark leaves it a mystery. Three great leaders 
holding the original summit meeting — Moses 
representing the Law, Elijah representing the 
Prophets, and Jesus the ultimate fulfillment of 
all the Law and the Prophets as God’s Messiah.

Peter’s Big Idea 

Though it is not especially inspiring, I’ve always 
loved Peter’s role here.

Then Peter said to Jesus, “Rabbi, it is good for us 
to be here. Let us make three shelters—one for 
You, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.”  
(He did not know what to say, they were so 
frightened.) Mark 9:5-6 NIV

Scared? Confused? Peter’s solution: Say 
something — anything. Propose a construction 
project on top of a mountain. It seems kind 

of dumb, but there may be some wisdom 
there. No, not in the idea of building mountain 
chateaux for the three great leaders. Rather 
wisdom in Peter’s strategy for dealing with a 
baffling situation: Say something — anything 
— with no fear of sounding stupid. By saying 
something, he got a response. Clarity came 
directly from God.

It leaves me wondering if God would have 
spoken if Peter hadn’t been the catalyst to 
conversation. So say something when you’re 
confused, whether to God in prayer or to 
others who share your plight. Don’t just sit 
there and cower. Talk about it. You might just 
hear an answer.

Listen 

Then there is the marvelous message from the 
cloud of God’s presence:

This is my Son, whom I love.  
Listen to Him! Mark 9:7 NIV

It’s a bit different from what Jesus had said to 
these men back in chapter 1. Back then, Jesus 
asked them to follow. Here, God asked them to 
listen. Both are good. But for people who have 
been trying to follow Jesus for a few pages of 
their lives, the call to listen seems pretty wise.

We get convinced, after a while, that we’ve 
heard it all. We tell ourselves we know exactly 
where Jesus is taking us.

But you’ve most likely noticed like I have 
noticed that people claiming to be following 
Jesus too often do stuff Jesus actually said not 
to do. Perhaps you’ve noticed it a lot recently 
in how Jesus’ people have narrowed the 
welcome, refused to love God with everything 
that’s in them and to love the stranger that 
is their neighbor as if the other is actually a 
complex beloved soul, created by God for 
dignity and equity and gift. Actually I’ve noticed 
it a lot recently. Perhaps you have too.

Maybe if all of Jesus’ followers made it a point 
to be Jesus’ listeners, our following would look 
a bit more … Christ-like.
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Tell No One 

Then at the end, there’s more mystery. They’ve 
just seen the most amazing thing ever, and 
heard a direct message from heaven, and what 
does Jesus say?

Jesus ordered them to tell no one about what they 
had seen, until after the Son of Man had risen from 
the dead. Mark 2:9 NIV

Well that doesn’t seem fair. It would be more 
generous if Jesus let them brag, or at least 
humbly tell about it when they met up with 
the rest of the disciples at the bottom of the 
mountain. If the reading went on one verse 
more we would know that the request left them 
confused about what “rising from the dead” 
meant. Maybe the whole experience was to get 
them thinking about that question — after all, 
Jesus had told them He would die and rise from 
the dead, but it clearly didn’t stick.

Jesus had His own sense of when His own 
big secrets should be revealed. This image 
of the transfiguration was to be kept for now. 
And I suspect that  it was also good for the 
disciples to have to keep quiet about something 
so profoundly mysterious, something so 
profoundly moving that it forever changed 
their worldview. When you and I have profound 
experiences of God’s presence, we are also 
well advised to be circumspect with whom we 
tell and when we tell it. It builds character. 

There are lessons for us here at the 
mountaintop—the freedom to be away 
with Jesus in small numbers, allowing our 
worldview to be rocked when we experience 
the glory of God in ways we cannot explain, 
pondering Jesus’ fulfillment of all the Law and 
the Prophets (perhaps getting to know the 
Law and the Prophets spoken of in the Old 
testament in order to be more in wonder at 
Jesus’ fulfillment), when scared or confused by 
Jesus, say something, even something stupid 
because God just might clarify, of course listen 
to Jesus, truly listen to Him so that we can be 
more like Him, and finally, ponder the mystery, 
the profound, the presence of glory and let all 
this change you.


