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Sermon, Last Epiphany (Transfiguration), February 14, 2021, Jane A. Beebe 
 
“…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.” (Mark 9:7-8) 
 
 
    The story of the Transfiguration of Jesus in the Gospel of Mark is succinct. 

The story contains only a few key details. Jesus takes Peter, James, and John up a 

high mountain. Without warning, and with no conversation with Jesus beforehand, 

Jesus is transfigured before them. There is no description of Jesus’ person except 

that his clothes become dazzling white—beyond even the power of “Tide with 

bleach” to get them so. (In the Gospel of Luke, Jesus’ clothes are described as 

“glistening” or “glistering,” a wonderfully evocative word). Beyond that, it is left 

to our imaginations to envision what a transfigured Jesus looked like.  

Moses and Elijah appear, and have a conversation with Jesus. Again, it is 

left to our imaginations how it is the disciples knew that it was Moses and Elijah. 

We do not hear Jesus’ voice at all—although it wouldn’t it have been wonderful to 

be able to overhear his conversation with those iconic former prophets! Many 

scholars suggest that Elijah and Moses appear in the Transfiguration scene to show 

Jesus’ connection to the fulfillment of the Law and to highlight his prophetic role. 

Peter seems to get that this is a singular event worthy of commemoration. In a kind 

of cinematic shorthand, the presence of Moses and Elijah brings in all the most 

important aspects of the Israelites walk with God: deliverance, covenant, and 



 1

salvation. Peter acknowledges that, “It is good for us to be here.” And yet it all 

seems to be too much: the disciples are terrified. At this point, we might want or 

expect an angel—or Jesus himself—to say a comforting, “Fear not.” But that is not 

what happens. Instead we hear that, “Then a cloud overshadowed them, and from 

the cloud there came a voice, "This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!" (Mark 

9:7)   

For some reason, it is not only the transfiguration itself that strikes me this 

time—not in any way to take away from the power and wonder of this powerfully 

iconic event. I was also drawn to contemplate the overshadowing cloud. A few 

years ago in early February, I flew on a plane from here to the west coast to attend 

a conference. On the return home, the plane touched down three times: in Burbank, 

California, Denver, and finally, Hartford, Connecticut. The flight was during the 

day, so I was particularly aware of the clouds: flying above the clouds, flying down 

through the clouds, and then emerging to a completely different terrain and climate 

each time.  

The few minutes the plane was completely enveloped in the clouds before 

landing seemed to heighten the effect of the changes in geography. The sensation 

of being closed in by the clouds was disorienting—and yet the experience caused 

me to wonder: what could this being “overshadowed” by the clouds teach me? 

What was I meant to look for, to listen for?  
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Clouds, along with fire and wind, appear often in Scripture as visible signs 

of God’s presence. Clouds generally manifest above us so it is not hard to conceive 

how clouds became associated with the heavenly. God provided a pillar of cloud 

during the day for the Israelites to follow during their Exodus from Egypt. The 

pillar of cloud would remain over the tabernacle wherever they were camped. It 

served as a signal for when to remain and when to move on.  

One commentator observed that a cloud by day would have been a 

comforting, protective presence in a hot, dry desert. God comes to Moses and the 

Israelites on Mt. Sinai in a “thick cloud” that also erupts in thunder and lightning—

not such a comforting presence—but becomes the locus of God’s giving of the 

Law. The cloud is there so that the people and Moses can see and hear what is 

going on. This seems a generous, albeit terrifying, gesture on God’s part. Much 

later in 1 Kings, when Solomon’s temple is finally completed in ancient Jerusalem, 

God’s glory is revealed in a cloud that does not simply hover over the temple but 

enters and fills it. 

Being inside the clouds could serve as a kind of sensory deprivation tank. 

Heaven knows, there is so much going on “out there,” it might be a relief enter 

such a space. But this is an overshadowing cloud, a Holy Spirit-imbued cloud, not 

a place to hide. The word for “overshadow” is the same word that is used in Luke 

in the story of the Annunciation. The angel tells Mary, “The Holy Spirit will come 
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upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the 

child to be born will be holy; he will be called Son of God.” (Luke 1:35)  

It makes sense to me that God would choose something from God’s own 

creation with so much movement and mystery in order to reveal God’s self to us. 

In the preceding chapters of Mark, Jesus has been baptized, fed thousands, healed 

many persons, told parables, calmed the sea, walked on water, and raised a little 

girl from the dead. After witnessing all this it comes home to Peter, that Jesus, his 

beloved Rabbi, is truly the Messiah. And yet Peter does not want to hear what 

Jesus says openly, “that the Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be 

rejected by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed, and after 

three days rise again.” (Mark 8:31)  

Can we allow ourselves to be overshadowed by the cloud? On this last 

Sunday of Epiphany, as disciples, can we not only see God’s glory, but listen to 

God’s voice? Can we hear God telling us that Jesus is God’s Beloved, God’s child? 

Can we hear that we too, are God’s beloved and God’s children? On another trip to 

the west coast a couple of years ago I visited Muir Woods and experienced 

redwoods for the first time. There is a grove in the park called Cathedral Grove—

so aptly named! It is breathtaking to be among living things that are several 

hundred years old. They are so tall that the tops of the trees are always in the fog.  
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We know now that the trees are able to absorb moisture from the fog 

through their leaves. Trees, particularly large trees, are important to the wellbeing 

of the planet because they absorb carbon dioxide, sulfur dioxide, and carbon 

monoxide from the air and release oxygen into it. It is hard to imagine a more 

prayerful, a more engaged life than that. There is a centering prayer that says 

simply, “Breathe in peace. Breathe out love.” Like the redwoods, can we choose to 

live with our heads in the clouds? 

Yet there is more to the story. Echoing the scene when Jesus is baptized, a 

voice is heard coming from the clouds, saying, “This is my Son, the Beloved, 

listen…” (Mark 9:7) Suddenly the scene is reset: “There is no one with them any 

more, only Jesus.” (Mark 9:8) Dazzling garments, Moses, Elijah, clouds, all 

“special effects” are gone. Natural lighting, normal sounds and sights return. I can 

imagine faint birdsong and a light breeze. It has become possible to breathe again. 

It is only Jesus. But now every gaze is fixed on him. It is time to go back down the 

mountain. Though hidden, the radiance remains. In that startling way that can 

happen during a sunset, the overshadowing clouds are edged with light. 

 “With shining face and bright array, 
Christ deigns to manifest today 
what glory shall be theirs above 
who joy in God with perfect love. 
 
And faithful hearts are raised on high 
By this great vision’s mystery; 
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For which in joyful strains we raise 
the voice of prayer, the hymn of praise.” (Hymnal 1982 #136) 
 
 
  

 

 


