
Feb. 23, 2020 -- (Epiphany 7, Transfiguration) 

Sermon Text – Mark 8:27-9:8 

 
- Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and John, and led them up a high 

mountain apart, by themselves. And he was transfigured before them, and his clothes 

became dazzling white, such as no one on earth could bleach them.  And there 

appeared to them Elijah with Moses, who were talking with Jesus…Then a cloud 

overshadowed them, and from the cloud there came a voice, "This is my Son, the 

Beloved listen to him!" - 

 

 

There are very few times when our readings of the narrative lectionary line up with the 

seasons of the church year and the lessons in the more common lectionary series.  

This is one of them.  The story of the transfiguration, which falls about midway through 

the gospel of Mark, aligns perfectly with the celebration of that event, which usually 

occurs about halfway between Christmas and Easter.  The last time it happened was, 

in fact, at Christmas, when we read the first words of Mark’s gospel.  The next time will 

be on Easter, when we will read the last words Mark has to say.   

 

 Today, we match again, halfway in between.  The story is one that we read 

every year.  It’s familiar, but it’s also unusual.  Jesus takes his most trusted disciples up 

to the top of a high mountain, set apart.  I imagine that it is a beautiful day in northern 

Galilee.  The sun is shining.  The day is warm.  The sky is clear and blue with maybe a 

few puffs of wispy, white clouds.  The disciples have been with Jesus for a long time 

now.  They have seen him do all kinds of powerful works.  He has healed the sick, 

stilled the storm, fed the hungry, cast out demons and even raised the dead.  He has 

taught them repeatedly about the coming of God’s kingdom and what that will 

mean.  And he has encountered a good deal of opposition to his teaching along the 

way.  For some reason, not everyone is thrilled with his new teaching of God’s love 

and mercy and care for all of God’s people.   

 

 Most recently, in the first part of our lesson, they have travelled with him far to 

the north, to Caesarea Philippi, the lush, green oasis at the foot of Mt. Hermon, where 

people have come to worship for hundreds and hundreds of years.  There, Peter has 

made his good confession, identifying Jesus as “the Messiah, the Son of the living 

God.”  No sooner have those words come out of Peter’s mouth, than Jesus told them 

that he was going to Jerusalem, that he would suffer and die, and on the third day be 

raised again from the dead.  “How could that be?” they all wondered.  Things were 

going so well.  People were flocking to see Jesus.  His healing and his teaching were 

bringing huge crowds to follow him, to hear his words and to believe in his ways.  

Peter had the nerve to speak up and tell Jesus what they were thinking, that “there 
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was no way that Jesus should have to suffer and die;” but, Jesus had responded by 

saying it was time to “get behind him,” and to “start following” where he was going to 

lead, and that it was necessary for him to go and suffer and die and on the third day 

be raised.  That was all very confusing.  They thought they were already following 

him, and they were already going wherever he was leading them. 

 

 Now, they are headed back to the south.  They walk along on the banks of the 

ponds and the streams that lead down toward the Sea of Galilee.  They come to 

another mountain, Mt. Tabor, not as big and as majestic as Mt. Hermon, but a high 

mountain, nonetheless.  Jesus says that he wants to stop here.  He wants to climb to 

the top of the mountain.  He chooses three of them to go with him, while the others 

wait and begin to make camp in the valley below.  They begin to climb the path that 

winds back and forth along the side of the mountain.  It isn’t a hard climb, but they 

begin to grow tired as the trail leads higher and higher.  No doubt, they begin to 

wonder, “Why has Jesus chosen them to climb with him?”  “What are they going to 

see?”  “Why does Jesus want to go up here?”  “What can possibly be on top of this 

mountain that wouldn’t have been somewhere else?”  There are no immediate 

answers.  Jesus has told them to follow, so they follow.  As they near the top, they are 

glad that the climb is over.  They look out over the valley below.  They see all the lush 

farmland with the crops growing in the fields.  They think about the story that Jesus 

has told, about the seed that falls on all the different kinds of soil.  “Much of the seed,” 

they think, “has fallen on good soil.  It is growing and preparing to bear much fruit, 

thirty, sixty or a hundred-fold of what was planted.” 

 

 And then suddenly, they realize that Jesus is no longer with them.  He has gone 

off a little way by himself.  He is standing and looking, not at the fields below, but up 

into the heavens.  He seems, perhaps, to be praying.  As he prays, his appearance 

begins to change.  No one has never seen anything like it.  His clothes, dusty and 

dirty from the journey, turn a dazzling color of white, whiter than anyone has ever 

seen before, whiter than anything that is even possible in this world.  As he prays, his 

face begins to change as well.  It shines with a new radiance.  It glows with a fiery 

brilliance.  It looks like the sparkle of jewels, but it is sustained over the entire surface 

of his skin.  The disciples fall to their knees as two other figures materialize before their 

eyes.  They have never seen such beings before, but they are somehow recognized 

as Moses and Elijah, two towering figure from the history of God’s people.  They have 

come to speak with Jesus.  The scene so unearthly, that it is terrifying.  The disciples 

don’t know what to do.  Peter suggests building shelters, so they can all stay on the 

mountain, but he doesn’t really know what he is talking about.  Later, when they 

remember this incident, they will come to see that Moses and Elijah were both people 
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who had encountered God on the top of a mountain.  They had spoken there with 

God – Moses, in receiving the Ten Commandments, and Elijah, in listening to the “still 

small voice.”  Now, they are speaking with Jesus, talking again with God on the 

mountain in the person of God’s only Son.  The disciples begin to realize the power of 

who Jesus really is.  They begin to see that he is really God in the flesh.  They begin to 

understand that he is a completely divine being who is hidden in the person they 

have come to know as their friend and teacher.  It is marvelous!  It is amazing!  It is 

beyond imagination!  And then comes the voice, booming from the cloud that has 

now descended around this gathering on the top of the mountain.  “This is my Son, 

the Beloved,” it says, “listen to him.”  Listen to him.  That is the teaching.  That is the 

essence.  That is what God would have you know.  Jesus has much to say, much to 

teach, much to show and much to clarify.  He has much wisdom to impart.  And all of 

his disciples will need to listen.  They will need to pause their busy schedules.  They 

will need to take time to hear what Jesus has to say.  They will know that they won’t 

be able to do that by climbing a mountain.  They will have to rely on other means.  

They will have to read the scriptures and listen in a time of prayer.   

 

 And then, it is all gone.  Just as suddenly as Jesus’ transformation has 

happened, it is over.  Moses and Elijah are gone.  Jesus face and his heavenly 

garments are returned to normal.  He is alone.  He tells the disciples that they need to 

go back down from the mountain.  They need to rejoin the others.  They need to 

continue the journey.  And they need to tell no one about what they have seen and 

heard.  This seems even more amazing than the experience they have just had.  How 

does Jesus think that they can keep quiet about something as fantastic as this?  They 

have had a glimpse into the heavenly reality of Jesus’ earthly existence.  Truly, they 

have seen only in part.  They know that they are not capable of seeing the full reality 

of Jesus’ heavenly glory.  That would be too powerful.  That would be too magnificent.  

That would be too much to take in without serious consequences.  There is much, 

much more that they have not yet seen.  That will have to wait for another time.  That 

will have to wait for a different day.  That will have to wait for a time when they are 

ready to view God in all God’s glory.  That is the way it is.  For now, this glimpse into 

the reality of Jesus’ presence will have to suffice.  But hear this, that new day is 

coming. 

 

      Amen. 


