
Sermon February 23 

Transfiguration Sunday 

Today is the last Sunday in Epiphany. Transfiguration Sunday. I find it a bit intimidating to 
preach on Transfiguration Sunday. Although we don’t talk about it a lot in the Western 
church, it is a major event. In the Eastern Church it is more significant than the resurrection.    
The Western Church, in the Anglican and Protestant traditions, mark it on the last Sunday 
after Epiphany. The Roman Catholics observe it on August 6, as declared by their Pope in 
the 9th Century. Regardless of  the significance we give it, the Transfiguration and 
Resurrection are obviously related. They are both manifestations of  human life transforming 
into spiritual life. 

Today marks the transition from the Season of  Epiphany, a season of  light when Christ was 
presented to the World, to Lent, a Season of  darkness before his crucifixion and 
resurrection. The definition of  epiphany is “the appearance or manifestation, especially of  a 
divine being”. Transfiguration means a complete change of  form or appearance into a more 
beautiful or spiritual state. We will gather on Tuesday this week to feast and celebrate before 
we formally enter into the dark period of  contemplation and fasting, but really, today marks 
the transition. 

One thing I really like about today’s readings is how obviously they are related. That is not 
always the case in our lectionary. But today we have an encounter with God on top of  a 
mountain by Moses in the Old Testament, and by Jesus in the New Testament. 

In both accounts, it is where human nature meets God in all his glory. In the Old Testament, 
Moses was told by God to go up to the mountain, and although he brought his assistant and 
70 of  his followers, God told him that only Moses could come near the lord. Moses was 
called out of  the cloud that had settled on the mountain on the 7th day and given the stone 
with the law and the commandment. “The appearance of  the glory of  the Lord was like a 
devouring fire on top of  the mountain” in the sight of  the people of  Israel. 

When Jesus went up the mountain, like Moses, he and his companions also encountered 
God on the 7th day. In this story, God was with Moses and Elijah. Jesus was transfigured 
before his companions, Peter, James and John,” and his face shone like the sun, and his 
clothes became dazzling white.” Jesus was transfigured on the mountain top in front of  his 
disciples, and Elijah and Moses appear also. But it’s God’s voice that tells the disciples to 
listen to Jesus. “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased – LISTEN TO 
HIM!” 

This calls for more than a short sermon – but don’t worry, I’m not going to talk longer than 
my allotted time. I do want to touch on three topics that jump out at me though. 
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1) Jesus had been preaching and performing miracles and calling himself  the Son of  
Man. Thousands had seen him and listened to him. Yet here was proof. His 
companions saw him transfigured and heard God’s voice calling Jesus his son. Yet on 
the way down the mountain, Jesus tells his companions not to tell anyone what they 
had seen. Why? 

2) Secondly, the fact that God said LISTEN TO HIM! And do we? 

3) And finally, the physicality of  the transfiguration – the brilliant light and the voice of  
God. I can’t help but think about the accounts of  survivors of  Near-Death 
Experiences who so frequently describe the brilliant white light they encounter and the 
voices. Is this a preview of  our own transfiguration? 

Firstly, we have the numerous accounts in the gospels about Christ’s miracles and teachings. 
These stories are based on the oral accounts of  his followers. We certainly know he existed 
through accounts by historians like Josephus, the Jewish historian who was not his follower 
but documented his existence. Yet there are still people who either doubt his very existence, 
or if  they acknowledge that, then his divinity. The doubters. Now I believe in having 
evidence before one makes up his or her mind, it was my profession for many years – but 
my question to the doubters, the skeptics is – how much proof  do you need? In John’s 
gospel we have the story of  Doubting Thomas, who didn’t believe the accounts of  the 
people he had traveled with for three years with Jesus, because he hadn’t seen him in person 
after his resurrection. So, Jesus came back a week later to show Thomas his wounds in 
person. I’ve always been annoyed by Thomas’ account. If  the testimony of  11 people you’ve 
known that intimately isn’t enough than what is? Thomas would not have made a good juror.  
Today we have people who doubt many historical accounts that have been very well 
documented. Holocaust deniers and people who have alternative beliefs about the cause of  
the American Civil War. People are more cynical than ever. Up on the mountain Peter, James 
and his brother John saw Jesus transfigured and heard God speak to them. Coming down 
the mountain Jesus ordered them not to tell anyone about the vision until he had been raised 
from the dead. It’s a good thing because many people wouldn’t have believed them and 
probably thought they were hallucinating. I also think that Jesus told them not to tell anyone 
because he wants people to believe without having to see firsthand proof. “Blessed are those 
who have not seen, yet they believed” 

Then the second point, we have God’s words – “This is My Son, My Beloved with him I am 
well pleased – Listen to Him!” God is alongside the prophet Elijah and Moses who has given 
them the law, but he’s telling them to LISTEN to Jesus. Do we? We hear his words every 
week in Church. Some of  us read the bible or other theological literature in between. We 
may hear him, but do we really listen? Once again skepticism rears its head. He told us to 
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love our enemies, not judge, feed the poor, clothe the naked, turn the other cheek, all those 
things we’ve heard hundreds of  times. But it is so easy to tell ourselves to be “practical.” 
Jesus didn’t live in our time. The world is more dangerous now. He didn’t really mean those 
things. Well I believe he did, and I believe if  anything the world was more dangerous then 
than it is now. But then if  we really live like he told us, people would think we were crazy. 

Jesus told his disciples that following him would be hard. That was an understatement! None 
of  us can live up to the gospel’s teachings – we all fall short. I believe as Christians though, 
we should at least try hard – not let ourselves off  the hook too easily as we often do, by 
either just not thinking about our behavior in relation to his teachings, or telling ourselves it’s 
not relevant in today’s world. 

Finally, there’s the physicality of  the transfiguration. If  anyone told you, they had seen him 
transfigure into a blazing figure of  light on top a mountain you would think they were taking 
LSD. We are way too sophisticated today to believe a story like that and we want a scientific 
explanation. 

I think of  those thousands of  people who have had Near Death Experiences. I don’t know 
how many of  you here have read about them, but they are quite fascinating. Of  course, 
skeptics dismiss them as lies or fantasies. I hear people say “Oh that’s just the electrical 
signals of  the dying brain.” Or similar dismissals. When I ask if  they’ve ready any of  the 
many legitimate studies that have been done, they never have. I’ve read many books about 
them and they simply can’t be dismissed. Not that there aren’t fake ones of  course, but I’m 
talking about scientific studies in universities that are carefully controlled. People who see 
and know things after being revived that cannot be explained, not just visions. There are a 
number of  doctors who had dismissed these accounts until it happened to them. What 
strikes me is the similarity of  the experience to the transfiguration. Indescribable brilliant 
light, encounters with dead loved ones and a loud voice. Are we transfigured when we pass 
from this world? The transfiguration is described as the point where human nature meets 
God – the meeting place of  the temporal and the eternal. Jesus’ companions witnessed it; 
Jesus promised us eternal life if  we believe. 

Do we really listen and believe? 

Amen. 
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