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The pride that comes from honestly-earned accomplishment; or that 

contentment of feeling right at home with where you are and who you’re with.  

You’ve seen it with others; maybe you’ve even experienced it yourself: the kind of 

glow that comes from within and radiates outward for everyone to see – as if 

shining like the sun. 

 As today’s story goes, Jesus took the three disciples in his inner circle – 

Peter, James, and John – and climbed a high mountain where he was transfigured 

before them.  The Greek word is the root for what in English is called a 

metamorphosis – a change of physical form, as Jesus is said to be bathing in 

dazzling light.  As this metamorphosis takes place, two of the great figures of 

Hebrew history appear with him – Moses and Elijah – each representing one of the 

two great traditions of the Old Testament Bible – the Law and the Prophets. 

 What a beautiful and mysterious sight it must have been to see Jesus’ face 

transformed by some inner radiant light.  And then, on top of that, for the disciples 

to also witness these giants of their faith from centuries before they were born.  

How Peter, James, and John knew the identities of the men standing before them, 

speaking to Jesus (about heaven knows what) we do not know.  How long this 

experience lasted, we also have no idea; all we’re told is that the disciples are 

“overcome with fear.” 

 Though frightened, it appears that Peter rather likes being up on the 

mountaintop with the three great figures of his faith tradition.  “Lord, it is good for 

us to be here,” he says. “If you wish, I will make three dwellings, one for you, one 

for Moses, and one for Elijah.”  Various translations describe these structures as 

shelters, shrines, tents, and tabernacles.  And so, on top of the many other 

mysterious surrounding this story, we are not sure what these dwellings were to be; 

or what for.1   

 What the disciples could understand was the voice of the divine ringing 

down from the clouds, saying, “This is my Son whom I love, with him am I well 
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pleased. Listen to him!”  Of all the voices the disciples may listen to– including 

even the most cherished voices from centuries past – they are called to follow that 

of Jesus.   

 And then, seemingly as quickly as it began, the miraculous vision had ended.  

The three disciples found themselves alone with Jesus atop the mountain, and it 

was time to go back down.  Peter, if not the others as well, seemed to have wanted 

to make the magical experience last a little longer, but there were other things to 

do. For, as Jesus had reminded them just days earlier – and as we heard in our first 

reading – discipleship means being willing to deny themselves, take up their cross, 

and follow him. 

 We know, like Jesus knew, that mountaintop experiences don’t last forever.  

They might help to prepare us for what comes ahead, by giving us a glimpse of the 

divine; that kind of glow that could only come from within, enlivening us, 

encouraging us, providing us with that peace which passes all understanding.  But 

it is not meant to last forever.   

 Maybe, in wanting to give each of the three figures equal footing – 

tabernacles build side by side – Peter is revealing an expectation that Jesus would 

bring things back to the way they used to be in Israel’s history; back in the good 

old days of Elijah and Moses.  Maybe, this story reminds us how easy it can be to 

build monuments (or tabernacles) to our past, things that we believe will ground 

us, but actually keep us stuck.  But, that’s not what Jesus claimed to be about; 

instead, he brings something new, something they can’t predict; thus, the need to 

listen to Jesus’ voice.  While it may flow out of what God spoke through the Law 

and the Prophets, it is the good news of a new and living covenant in Christ, not 

one written on tablets of stone.2 

 In the church, we can sometimes get caught up in the same problem: 

becoming nostalgic for the way things have been done, or how things used to be in 

whatever we claim to have been the good old days.  We can hold on to rituals or 

practices that helped people in the past, but now only make us comfortable; 

because to change would be more difficult.  But, Jesus’ voice is not telling us to 

build altars on the mountains of the past if it means being unresponsive to the 

needs around us in the present, and where the Spirit might lead us in the future.  

Instead, God leads us also back down and into the communities around us, to look 
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for and find those people who are hurting and needing a spiritual home; or longing 

to hear the good news of God’s love and receive a helping hand. 

Like Peter, we sometimes get confused about where we are supposed to be.  

We have been invited to climb the mountain, but once we get to the top, we don’t 

want to come back down. And so, we stay.  We tarry atop the mountain long 

enough that we came to believe that we belonged there.  As Robert Williamson 

describes it, “we lingered in the rarified air until we couldn’t imagine ourselves 

anywhere else.”3 We pitched tents, we built churches, we created traditions, and we 

grew so comfortable that we didn’t want to leave. 

 The leaders of the Parish Collective, authors of a book that I am currently 

reading for my doctoral program, describe this phenomenon as “living above 

place.”  It is, for example, what allows us to buy our groceries and never really 

think about what it took, and who it took, to get the food onto the shelves.  It is 

what allows us to live as if poverty does not affect us; or racism has no place in us; 

or misogyny or abuse or environmental devastation does not impact us.  Up on 

high ground, we can feel above the fray, protected from, and thus – necessarily – 

distanced from all the powers of evil or destruction that we know exist.4 

 We are not meant to live on top of the mountain.  Visiting there, from time 

to time, is wonderful; it can literally uplift our bodies and spirits, give us a vision 

for what path to take next.  But the very essence of the Christian life is to live 

among and participate in the ongoing hope and work for justice.  The core value of 

our faith is the willingness to live in solidarity with those who are searching and 

struggling against whatever challenges or destructive forces stand before them.  

What else could we imagine that “let them deny themselves and take up their cross 

and follow me” might possibly mean? 

 I ask this question as we stand at the doorstep, ready to enter into the season 

of Lent – a season intended for us to consider our relationship with God, and thus, 

by extension, with God’s people.  Lent is also a time for practice: to take on, or (in 

some cases) give up those positions or actions that might bring us back down from 

living above to living in and with.  Who and what do we pray for?  In what ways 

will be spend our time and resources? And, how do we acknowledge and 

empathize with those who are suffering?  The practices we choose to engage in 
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around these questions reveal the way we follow – and whether it is where Jesus is 

leading us. 

 Of course, the word that Matthew uses to describe Jesus’ mysterious 

metamorphosis can also mean “transformation.” In Romans, Paul uses it to 

describe the renewal of the church that is made possible through Jesus Christ: “do 

not be conformed to this world,” Paul writes, “but be transformed by the renewing 

of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God – what is good and 

acceptable and perfect.” (Romans 12:2) 

 Listen to him.  There are other important voices in the world, some of them 

that offer us the great wisdom of the past and others, guidance for today; but we 

profess that there is one voice that stands above them all.  When we listen for 

Jesus’ voice, we are looking forward, not backward; we are led into and with, 

rather than staying apart from and above.  Jesus calls us to believe in the seemingly 

impossible, to share our love with others, to serve and care for those who are not 

able to do so on their own, and to be ready to take up our cross and follow him.  

Are you ready to enter in and with? Set for a season of Lenten prayer and practice? 

Then, let’s get going; back down the mountain, and back into the fray. Amen. 

 

 


