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Sun. Feb 27 — Transfiguration of Our Lord / Last Sunday after Epiphany

Readings
Exodus 34:29-35

Psalm 99 (9)
2 Corinthians 3:12 — 4:2

Luke 9:28-36[37-43a]

Prayer of the Day
Holy God, mighty and immortal, you are beyond our knowing, yet we see your glory in the face
of Jesus Christ. Transform us into the likeness of your Son, who renewed our humanity so that
we may share in his divinity, Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy

Spirit, one God, now and forever.

Gospel Acclamation
Alleluia. This is my | Son, my Chosen,
lis- | ten to him! Alleluia. (Luke 9:35)

Color: White

The Transfiguration | Luke 9:28-36[37-43a] | NRSV

28 Now about eight days after these sayings Jesus[a] took with him Peter and John and James,
and went up on the mountain to pray. 29 And while he was praying, the appearance of his face
changed, and his clothes became dazzling white. 30 Suddenly they saw two men, Moses and
Elijah, talking to him. 31 They appeared in glory and were speaking of his departure, which he
was about to accomplish at Jerusalem. 32 Now Peter and his companions were weighed down
with sleep; but since they had stayed awake,[b] they saw his glory and the two men who stood
with him. 33 Just as they were leaving him, Peter said to Jesus, “Master, it is good for us to be
here; let us make three dwellings,[c] one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah”—not
knowing what he said. 34 While he was saying this, a cloud came and overshadowed them; and
they were terrified as they entered the cloud. 35 Then from the cloud came a voice that said,
“This is my Son, my Chosen;[d] listen to him!” 36 When the voice had spoken, Jesus was found
alone. And they kept silent and in those days told no one any of the things they had seen.

Jesus Heals a Boy with a Demon
37 On the next day, when they had come down from the mountain, a great crowd met him. 38
Just then a man from the crowd shouted, “Teacher, I beg you to look at my son; he is my only
child. 39 Suddenly a spirit seizes him, and all at once he[e] shrieks. It convulses him until he
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foams at the mouth; it mauls him and will scarcely leave him. 40 I begged your disciples to cast
it out, but they could not.” 41 Jesus answered, “You faithless and perverse generation, how
much longer must I be with you and bear with you? Bring your son here.” 42 While he was
coming, the demon dashed him to the ground in convulsions. But Jesus rebuked the unclean
spirit, healed the boy, and gave him back to his father. 43 And all were astounded at the
greatness of God.

Jesus Again Foretells His Death
While everyone was amazed at all that he was doing, he said to his disciples, 44 “Let these
words sink into your ears: The Son of Man is going to be betrayed into human hands.”

I must admit that I spent quite a bit of my week falling slowly into a deep pit of despair. The

news of the Russian invasion of Ukraine, coupled with the numerous anti-trans bills being

brought before state representatives for votes, the continued violence throughout the Middle

East, and the future realization of the effects of climate change, was simply too much for my

heart to hold this week. I’m guessing I’m not alone in this feeling. As I began studying and

reading our text for this week, I couldn’t help but feel disconnected from the good news of the

transfiguration story. The mood of the world this week perhaps feels more fitting for the somber

mood of a Good Friday or Holy Saturday service.

Though, as I took a pause from my doom scrolling on twitter, I eventually talked myself out of

this belief. Sometimes stories such as these risk being a bit cheesy, they manifest into versions

of “look on the bright side!,” or “at least it isn’t that bad,” or “just pray more!.” But, it is, thankfully,

much deeper and more nuanced than this. In fact, I have moved from my belief that this text

isn’t a good fit for this week to believing wholeheartedly that this is the precise message we

need to hear this morning, in the midst of this compounding uncertainty.

While internally, I feel despair, anger, sadness, and slew of other emotions, God still shows up to

remind us that there is more to the story. While the world around us feels chaotic and

uncontrollable, God reminds us of the importance to sit with these feelings, but also the

importance of moving through them so as to not to be engulfed by our own fears and suffering.

God reminds us of the good news as a means to carry us through times of doubt and difficulty.

As I watched the news throughout the week, I found myself recognizing a number of places

from my own time in Kyiv, Ukraine. Kyiv is often referred to as the “City of Angels,” as it holds

over 800 churches and cathedrals and is home to a vibrant Orthodox community. The Orthodox
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cathedrals and monasteries are truly remarkable and indescribably beautiful. Not only for their

architecture and ornateness, but also for the ways in which they are creatively designed to hold

and amplify the chanting of monks and priests. A service at one of these many churches is an

impressive and embodied experience. It is one of those rare experiences that you feel the

immediate presence of God, where there is a sense of holiness as soon as you step onto the

grounds, and that is an experience that is often difficult to capture. Though difficult to capture,

that has never stopped us from trying.

One of these places that I recognized was this special place called the Kiev Pechersk Lavra, or

the Monastery of the Kiev Caves. The place itself has an incredible history to it. If you were to

approach the cathedral, as you look up, you would notice the gold domes on top, lined with

paintings and depictions of the saints. You would also notice the mismatching of the bricks,

where the red bricks are those of the original structure from the 12th century and the remodels

in the 17th and 18th century. The red bricks are those that remained after the destruction

inflicted upon it by the Nazi forces. And then the white bricks are those of the reconstruction

within the last several decades. Inside, you would see more granite and gold, more ornate

artwork, and a number of shrines dedicated to the saints. The grounds of the monastery are

quite large, though there is an intricate cave system underneath that is home to even more

shrines, relics, and sacred burial sites. This intricate cave system is narrow and low, one usually

has to bend over to enter. It is climate controlled and chilly, unlit, requiring a candle to find your

way through. As you navigate your way through, you encounter all of these divine images,

objects, and preserved people along the way. It would be difficult not to feel a connection to the

holy and divine in this place, at the very least a feeling of connection to the Christians that have

gone before us. Even as I attempt to describe it, it doesn’t quite do it justice.

The Monastery of the Caves of Kiev is one of thousands of attempts to capture the holy, to

preserve images of God, to curate a connection with the divine. We find these kinds of places all

over the world, from Israel and Palestine, to Italy, to here in Denver and our own spiritual home

of Highlands. Throughout history, many traditions have attempted to capture the divine or

encounters with the Spirit. Many traditions are very good at this practice, even practitioners of

Buddhism and Hinduism are especially gifted at their attempts to capture experiences of the

divine through shrines and prayers. In the Christian tradition, we find that the Eastern Orthodox

traditions are also particularly dedicated to this task.
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Capturing the divine, an image of God, the experience of the love and grace of God is a difficult

thing to do, yet this has never stopped us humans from attempting to do so. There is something

funny about us humans that desire this connection with a higher power. And when we do find

that connection, even if we are lucky enough to find just a glimpse of it, we do everything in our

power to contain it. We hope to wrap this experience up, to keep it close to ourselves, either

through memories or testimonies, pictures, paintings, even sermons. And to be clear, I don’t

think this is necessarily the wrong thing for us to do, but something for us to pay attention to and

to learn from. I imagine myself placing these images, all of the good things in life, and spiritual

experiences into a little mason jar like I would if I was collecting fireflies on a summer night.

They are those moments I hold closely, however small they might be, that provide me with some

light when I feel lost in the middle of the night.

Our Gospel story this week from Luke and its depiction of Peter the disciple, makes me realize

that I am not alone in this hope to contain and control such experiences. It is another pivotal

moment in the Gospel, a point in which human nature meets God and God reveals themselves

as human.

This morning, we come to the story of the transfiguration, the time in which three of Jesus’

disciples一 Peter, James, and John一  experience a metamorphosis, a changing, a

transformation of Jesus. Though we do not hear Jesus speak, we do hear the voice of God. In

this story, it is a small detail, but one for us to remember, that Jesus was bringing these three up

onto the mountain to pray. Their intention was a time of solitude and prayer. And it is at this time

that Luke tells us that while they were praying, “the appearance of his face [Jesus| changed,

and his clothes became dazzling white. Suddenly they saw two men, Moses and Elijah, talking

to him."1 Even further, we know from the Gospel of Matthew that when they heard Jesus

“speaking of his departure,” that he was speaking about “raising from the dead.”2 This is a

particular moment of confusion for the disciples, but especially for Peter. He sees the prophets

of Moses and Elijah, recognizing them instantly, he sees this incredible expression of God

through Jesus, and then hears the foretelling of Jesus’ death. You might remember that the

accounts of this story in the Gospels of Matthew and Mark describe Peter, James, and John as

2 Luke 9:3: They appeared in glory and were speaking of his departure, which he was about to
accomplish at Jerusalem. NRSV.

1 Luke 9: 29-30. NRSV.
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being “terrified” and “scared.” But, in this account in Luke, the writer does not describe them as

scared, but instead describes them more as confused. Peter’s response to this news is no

surprise then.

It is no surprise that Peter asks if these three Elijah, Moses, and Jesus, will stay a bit longer.

Peter asks Jesus, “should I build three tents for us this evening, perhaps you can stay with us

for some time?” If the goodness of this moment could last just a bit longer, perhaps Peter can

capture this moment, maybe he will be able to tell others of it, to solidify their doubts. Maybe, he

can contain it some, isolate it from the chaos of the world that awaits for them at the bottom of

the mountain. If only this could last for just one night. This moment of humanness from Peter

draws me into liking him a bit more.

Up until this point in the Gospels, Peter has been the inquisitive and curious one. He meets

Jesus near the water and Jesus calls on him to come and follow him, to “be fishers of men,” and

he faithfully drops what he is doing and follows.3 As Jesus tells his parables and performs his

healings, Peter is the one constantly asking questions, clarifying Jesus’ messages. Just prior to

this transfiguration, or what is often referred to as this mountaintop experience, Peter had just

proclaimed Jesus as the Son of God to the Gentiles for the first time. It is important for us to

remember that this is not a conversion story, this is not a “come to Jesus moment” for Peter.

Peter is already with Jesus, already doing his best to be a faithful follower. This is simply a

continuation of Peter’s journey, an expansion to his understanding of who Jesus is and how God

shows up in this world.

And so Peter finds himself at the top of this mountain and God finally speaks through Jesus,

Elijah, and Moses, definitively declaring Jesus as the son of man. Finally, the three disciples

have a confirmation of what they have believed all along: Jesus is the human manifestation of

God here on Earth, sent to be with us in our joys and sorrows.

For Peter, while he wants to remain in this moment on the mountain, I think that he is also trying

to cling on to any sense of control he can find. Sure, he has this incredible divine experience,

but he has also just heard the news of Jesus’ eventual death and departure from this world. I

3 Matthew 4:19. NRSV.

Parallel Texts: Matthew 17:1-9, Mark 9:2-10, Luke 9:28-36
Note: Luke is the only account in which the disciples are not described as being “terrified” or “afraid.”
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imagine that Peter has that feeling of twisted knots in his stomach, those ones we feel when we

are struck with terrible or unimaginable bad news. I imagine his confusion. How can there be

such despair embedded in the midst of such glory?

This story is intended to lead us into the season of Lent. The transfiguration marks the second

milestone in the gospel narrative of the life of Jesus. We have heard of Jesus’ baptism, then

today, we hear of the transfiguration, and soon, we will hear of the remaining three milestones:

the crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension of Christ.

I noted earlier that it is important for us to remember that this all takes place in the setting of

prayer. It reminded me, too, that when I was describing the Monastery and Caves of Kiev, I left

out perhaps the most important purpose of this place. It continues to be an active Monastery,

home to over one hundred monks. This is important, because there is never a time at the

monastery when prayer is not taking place. The sounds of bells, chanting, and prayer often ring

out over the city. The primary duty of the monk is to never cease in prayer. This community in

particular describes prayer as “the way for people to reach the peace of spirit.” The monks

believe that such peace of spirit, such acts of prayer, is what allows them to go into the world

and do the difficult work of Jesus. I am not a monk and would likely be quite a terrible one, but I

have often wondered how this translates to our own Lutheran tradition. How or where do I

encounter “the peace of the Spirit” in times of despair and overwhelm? How does this sense of

peace or this encounter with the Spirit shape my days and weeks? Does it bolster me, remind

me that there is good and hope in this world?

So, so far in this story we have learned more about Peter, we come to know him as someone

who is just like us. Who wants to capture, contain, and control as much as he can in this

moment of chaos. We have been reminded of the importance of prayer in our lives, in whatever

form that might take on. And so lastly, we learn more about how to integrate these teachings

into our lives as Christians.

As we approach the Gospel story for this week, we not only hear about the mountain journey,

but also learn that Jesus and the disciples return soon after this experience to their community

at the bottom of the mountain, where Jesus goes on to perform another healing. At first I

considered only reading the first half of our Gospel lesson for this morning. There is a lot going

on here, a lot to unpack, but too much to fully tackle in one morning. Yet, I also believe that in
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the second half of this story, Jesus’ healing of this boy is an important reminder to us that

eventually we must come down off the mountain and go back to work. Rest, prayer, and

glimpses of glory are precisely what allow us the energy and spirit to continue into the world, to

walk back down the mountain and get back to work.

It is at the end of their journey when Jesus, Peter, James, and John meet up with the remaining

nine disciples, nine of which have missed out on the transfiguration experience.4 And Peter,

James, and John never go on to share this experience with their fellow disciples. They hold it

close and allow it to transform their hearts. While we can debate why this might be, I believe it is

an important detail for us to chew on this week. There are nine disciples that do not have this

incredible experience and encounter with God, that did not get the reassurance directly from

God that I am sure that would have liked, and who did not see the prophets of Elijah and Moses

in the flesh. The remaining nine did not get this privilege. I think that maybe, most of us, are like

those nine. Most of us do not have these visions or these kinds of communications with God

and Jesus is also reminding us that that’s okay. Those nine disciples still remained by Jesus’

side, they still witnessed the miracles of Jesus’ healings, they were still part of Jesus’s

community, still privy to the Good News of the resurrection. They simply encountered God in

other ways, certainly still through prayer, but also through seemingly mundane and normal ways

as well. And these encounters with God, the ones that might seem smaller than a mountain top

experience, were still enough for them to keep going.

I wonder what those glimpses of glory might be for you? Perhaps they are not as chaotic and

scary as this scene on the mountaintop, but maybe they are more subtle? Perhaps glimpses of

the goodness of the kingdom come as we lay our baby down to sleep at night, snuggling them

for just a moment longer. Maybe it is the solitude and peace of nature, the flow of skiing down a

mountain, the adrenaline of a mountain bike ride, the calm of a morning hike. Maybe it is that

first feeling of safety as you settle into bed, open a good book, and pull the covers over your

head at night. Maybe it is puppy kisses, the unavoidable joy of your pets greeting you at the

4 Sarah Henrich. “Commentary on Luke 9:28-36 [37-43a].” Working Preacher. 27 February 2022.

“One more word: although Peter, James, and John have this awe-some experience, the other nine follow
Jesus on his exodus journey without that experience. We are probably, most of us, more like the nine who
go along anyway, except that now the experience of hope beyond the difficulties of our journeys is also
given to us.”
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door after work. Maybe it is as simple as the first sip of a great cup of coffee in the morning. A

talk on the phone with an old friend, a reminder from someone that you are loved. These too are

transfigurations of Jesus. If we allow them to be, they are small glimpses into the peace of the

spirit and the grace of God in the midst of our troubles.

This is the promise of the Gospel, why we get to hear this story now, on transfiguration Sunday.

The good news this morning is that even in moments of deep despair, we still have stories,

experiences, and moments like these that remind us of the hope that is to come. They might be

small, not so obvious at the moment, not as grand as gold cathedrals, but those glimpses of

God’s glory still show up in our lives. The Gospel this morning reveals to us that even as Peter

hears the devastating news of Jesus’ coming death, even in his attempt to control and contain

this moment, even as he walks back down the mountain in awe and confusion, God still shows

up. God has and will continue to walk on this earth with us, be a part of our everyday world, and

encourage us to look towards the empty cross.

As we journey into Lent later this week, we take this good news with us. We can rest in our

sorrows, our uncertainty, and our despair throughout the season of lent because we also rest in

knowing that Jesus is still there and the resurrection still happens, even if we can’t see it quite

yet. My hope for you this week is that you allow yourself to feel your feelings, whatever those

might be, but that you also find space and small ways to encounter God this week.

As we prepare for the Lenten journey, I leave you this morning with a blessing from poet

Christian poet Jan Richardson:

“Dazzling: A Blessing for Transfiguration Sunday”

Believe me, I know
how tempting it is
to remain inside this blessing,
to linger where everything
is dazzling
and clear.

We could build walls
around this blessing,
put a roof over it.
We could bring in
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a table, chairs,
have the most amazing meals.
We could make a home.
We could stay.

But this blessing
is built for leaving.
This blessing
is made for coming down
the mountain.
This blessing
wants to be in motion,
to travel with you
as you return
to level ground.

It will seem strange
how quiet this blessing becomes
when it returns to earth.
It is not shy.
It is not afraid.

It simply knows
how to bide its time,
to watch and wait,
to discern and pray

until the moment comes
when it will reveal
everything it knows,
when it will shine forth
with all it has seen,
when it will dazzle
with the unforgettable light
you have carried
all this way.

—Jan Richardson5

5 Jan Richardson. (2016). “Dazzling” in Circle of Grace: A Book of Blessings for the Seasons.
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