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A Reading from the Gospel According to Matthew 

Chapter 17:1-9 

 

1After six days, Jesus took Simon Peter and James and John his brother, and led 

them up a high mountain and they were alone.  2And he was transfigured before them, 

and his face shone like the sun, and his clothing became white as light.  3And look, Moses 

and Elijah were talking with him.  

4Peter said to Jesus, “Lord, it is good for us to be here.  If you wish, I will set up 

three shelters, one for you, and one for Moses and one for Elijah.”  

5While he was speaking, look, a shining cloud covered them in shadowed and a 

voice from the cloud was speaking, “This is my Son, whom I love, in whom I am happy. 

Listen to him!”  

6When his students heard this, they fell on their faces and were greatly afraid. 
7But Jesus came and touched them, saying, “Arise and do not be afraid.”  8When they 

raised their eyes, they saw no one but Jesus alone.  9And as they were coming down the 

mountain, Jesus instructed them, “Speak to no one of the vision until after the earthly 

son is raised from the dead.”  



* 

 “Transfiguration” means someone or something’s changed somehow—not what it 

used to be, or as we thought it was.  Up on a mountain one afternoon, Jesus frightens his 

friends.   All at once he becomes more than a man, clothed in this dazzling light, meeting 

with prophets who disappeared ages ago.   

 These stunned witnesses cross some mysterious threshold; they get to see who 

Jesus is—in a dream world or, perhaps, in another dimension. 

 “Something like that happens once in a while,” Frederick Buechner writes, even to 

thoroughly skeptical, practical people like us.  Something comes over, 

 “The face of a man walking with his child in the park, of a woman baking bread, of sometimes even 

the unlikeliest person listening to a concert, say, or standing barefoot in the sand watching the waves roll 

in, or just having a beer at a Saturday baseball game in July. Every once and so often, something so 

touching, so incandescent, so alive transfigures the human face that it's almost beyond bearing.”1 

  Do we embrace moments like this, or chase them away?  

 In one of her essays, Annie Dillard writes about surgeons in the 1960s who found a 

way to give sight to some patients who’d been born blind.  Several wept when the 

bandages came off; others were terrified.  One woman just couldn’t get over “the tree with 

the lights in it.” 

 "It was for this tree,” Dillard admits, “I searched through the peach orchards of summer . . . the 

forests of fall and. . . winter and spring for years.  Then one day I was walking along Tinker Creek thinking 

of nothing at all, and I saw the tree with the lights in it.  I saw the backyard cedar where the mourning 

doves roost charged and transfigured. . . .  I stood on the grass with the lights in it, grass that was wholly 
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fire, utterly focused and utterly dreamed.  It was less like seeing than like being for the first time seen, 

knocked breathless by a powerful glance. . . .  The vision comes and goes, mostly goes, but I live for it."2  

 We could seek explanations for what Dillard saw, or we could try to remember a 

time we sensed the presence of something luminous in our own lives.   In such moments, 

we know that a ‘transfiguration,’ doesn’t distort reality; no, it reveals it.  We may have 

looked at somebody or someplace ten thousand times before we see. . . . 

 I’ve told this story to you many times.  Please forgive me if I try to again: 

 When my wife was in nursing school, once in a while I’d meet her on campus, 

after the bus brought her back from her hospital classes in Rockford.  And, one day, I was 

waiting for her when I saw Jean coming toward me all wrapped in light, not even 

noticing that I was there. . . . 

 Out of a swirl of faces drifting past, hers was the one that you couldn’t take your 

eyes off.  Once I caught up to her, she told me early that morning at Swedish American, 

she’d helped deliver a baby for the first time.  Hours later, she still glowed. 

That’s why we stand, all teary-eyed when the new bride appears. 

Think of your daughter, sister, fiancée, your goofy friend from seventh grade.  

She’s the same person she was yesterday; why is it you weep?  You’re just surprised by 

how lovely or strong or grown up she’s becomes.  

Transfiguration doesn’t disguise what is true but unveils it.  

 Honestly, though, not all transfigurations are joyful ones.  Truth that will set us 

free from our complacency can break your heart.  
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 Transfiguration crystallizes and it intensifies our awareness of all the hope and hurt 

and depth and vulnerability of one another.  The more often you see that, the harder it 

becomes to unsee.  A single face, truly transfigured, may haunt you for weeks.  

 That happened to many of us back in last August as we watched film clips of a 

Syrian child pulled from a pile of stones in Aleppo.  Omran Daqneesh, just five years old--

his face all bloody and covered in dust.  They set him down in a bright orange chair in the 

back of an ambulance.  He didn’t have shoes; his bare legs dangled, he couldn’t reach the 

floor. . . . 

 MaryAnne Golon ran that photo in The Washington Post. “Any mother in the 

world,” she claimed, “would want to scoop him up and take care of him.” 

 We’ve all seen images like this a hundred times before. 

 When that happens, what changes—that little boy, or our awareness of who and 

what he truly is? 

 There are powerful forces at work in the world that would like you to unsee him, 

since that was so far away and so long ago—and, besides, what can we do?  They’d rather 

we label him as the other, so very different and possibly dangerous.  Each of us ultimately 

have to forget what we felt, what we knew, but every time we do, I think our souls die a 

little bit more. . . . 

 I don’t say this to spoil anyone’s Sunday.  More and more, though, I think this 

keener insight, this transfiguration can’t be flipped on and off.  Once you say yes to it—

some will say no, they are afraid of its power, its pull—perhaps you will see your lover, 

your child, in a whole different light. 

 But you’re likely to see others differently, too.  The neighbor who goes in for 

chemo next week.  The man at the clinic who barely speaks English, who’s baby girl 

cries. 

http://www.npr.org/sections/parallels/2015/09/03/437132793/photo-of-dead-3-year-old-syrian-refugee-breaks-hearts-around-the-world


 Jane Hirshfield writes about what such awareness may cost in her poem, “Let 

Them Not Say”: 

 Let them not say:   we did not see it. 

 We saw. 

 

 Let them not say:   we did not hear it. 

 We heard. 

 

 Let them not say:     they did not taste it. 

 We ate, we trembled. 

 

 Let them not say:   it was not spoken, not written. 

 We spoke, 

 we witnessed with voices and hands. 

 

 Let them not say:     they did nothing. 

 We did not-enough. 

 

 Let them say, as they must say something:  

 

 A kerosene beauty. 

 It burned. 

 

 Let them say we warmed ourselves by it, 

 read by its light, praised, 

 and it burned. 

 Not everyone gets to hike up a high mountain with Jesus Christ.  I think, though, 

most of you get to a grocery store once in a while.  A UCC pastor at First Congregational 

in Eugene, Oregon—his name’s Greg Flint—once preached you just might encounter the 

holy here as well. 

 “As usual,” he writes, “you have guessed wrong about which line will be the quickest. For in 

your line everyone has a fistful of coupons to sort and the clerk seems to be moving in slow motion. . . .  



 “Then you hear the woman in front of you speaking Spanish to her child sitting in the grocery cart.  

He’s maybe two, and when you make eye contact he grins.  And you wink.  

 “And you wonder—are they immigrants?  Legal? What does she do? Perhaps she’s a housekeeper, 

you decide.  

 You think about the angry political rhetoric over immigration that uses the word ‘aliens.’  But the 

mother and child in front of you are not aliens.  They are standing in line. . .  just like you.  

 “Then the child smiles at you again. And suddenly, without warning, everything about that 

checkout line changes in some transfiguring way.  There’s an aura around all the people in all the checkout 

lines, as if you are seeing everyone enveloped by the light of God’s extravagant love for everyone.  And 

there’s this mystical sense that human separateness is more illusion than reality.  That our destinies are 

intimately interwoven. That we are all in this wonderful and sometimes fearful thing called life, together.  

And that each person has their own human measure of hurt and fear and fragile dreams, so we best treat 

each other gently and mercifully and with great love.   

 “And for a blessed moment or two you no longer care how slow the line is moving. For your 

attention is riveted by this wonderful sense of God’s embracing love for everyone around you. . . .  

 “Though when such transfiguring moments happen, we’re inclined not to trust them.  This is not 

reasonable or rational, we say.  Is this just all in my head?  Wishful thinking?  Is this experience of God’s 

presence real?”3 

 That pastor would tell you it is more real than anything else. 

                                                           
3 Excerpted from  "Safeway Transfiguration,”  A Sermon by Rev. Gregory Flint, delivered on March 6, 2011 
(Transfiguration Sunday).  Online text @ http://www.fcceugene.org/documents/Sermons2010-2011/Sermon%2003-
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 I hope this week, you’ll get to see someone you love transfigured in that light.  I also 

hope you have a chance to see a stranger come to life in this way—somebody outside 

your family, your circle, your club or your tribe.  

 I pray, as Christians, anytime we come together, we try. 

 God bless you all. 

  



 


