Sermon—When I Get Where I’m Going—Luke 9:28-31, 33-34

About eight days later Jesus took Peter, John, and James up on a mountain to pray. And as he was praying, the appearance of his face was transformed, and his clothes became dazzling white. 

Suddenly, two men, Moses and Elijah, appeared and began talking with Jesus. They were glorious to see. And they were speaking about his exodus from this world, which was about to be fulfilled in Jerusalem.

As Moses and Elijah were starting to leave, Peter, not even knowing what he was saying, blurted out, “Master, it’s wonderful for us to be here! Let’s make three shelters as memorials—one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.” 

But even as he was saying this, a cloud overshadowed them, and terror gripped them as the cloud covered them.

This is the word of God for the people of God. Thanks be to God.


When my mom was 5 years old, she was adopted by a family in Walla Walla, Washington. She had gone through quite a lot of trauma in those first few years of her life, but in her new family, she made an instant connection with one person in particular—her new grandmother, Hannah. 

Hannah’s house was on the next street over from my mom’s new home, but the back yards of the houses butted up to each other, and there was a gate in the fence so that my mom could easily go back and forth between the two houses. And little Sandy went through that gate every day without fail. She would have tea with her grandmother in the afternoons, and in the evenings, she learned to braid Hannah’s long hair. It was her favorite place to be.

One day, when my mom was a senior in high school, she went over to Hannah’s for their regular after-school tea. But this afternoon, Hannah told my mom something very unexpected. She told her, “Sandy, I’m going to die soon. I want to tell you so that you’re ready.” My mom understandably protested, and she reminded her grandmother that she was in excellent health, and she could reasonably expect to live for many more years.
And Hannah reached out and placed her hand gently on my mom’s, and she told her, “Sandy, I was visited by angels last night, and they let me know that I would be going home very soon, but not to worry. So, I’m ready, but I want you to be ready, too.” My mom was obviously concerned, but this was also very out of character for her very practical and stoic German grandmother.

Two days later, while making tea on her gas oven, Hannah’s sleeve caught fire. Her son Carl was gardening in the yard and was able to put out the fire, but Hannah’s injuries were too much, and she died. Carl’s hands had also been badly burned as he was helping his mother, so he, too, was hospitalized.

Now, at that same time, my mother’s aunt Dorothy was also in the hospital. She had end-stage cancer and her time was very short at that point. Because of that, her family decided not to tell her about her mother’s death, so they only told her that her brother Carl was in the hospital for the burns on his hands. But that evening, as they were sitting with Dorothy in her hospital room, Dorothy thanked them all for visiting, and then she said, “And wasn’t it so nice of mother to come and see me, too. She told me she’d be back for me soon.”

My mom first told me that story when I was in 6th grade and my great grandpa died. Grief is always hard, but especially when you’re a child. And my mom’s story of angelic visitors was comforting, but it was also another thing that I couldn’t really wrap my head around at that moment. I’ve been thinking about it basically for the last 30 years or so.

As a pastor, I’ve learned that end-of-life visitors are a very common experience for people who are dying of a prolonged illness or the general decline of age. In the days or weeks before they die, people often begin interacting with their loved ones who have died or sometimes with angelic figures. It’s so common that hospice workers treat it almost like one of the physical indicators that death is near. And over the years I’ve had multiple people tell me that their mothers or husbands or even a dog had just been to see them. 

What I find so interesting about my story is that my grandmother Hannah was not on her death bed. She wasn’t even sick. She was a healthy and active woman, who died because of a tragic household accident. It’s not the typical end-of-life visitation story. And at the same time, Dorothy talking about being visited by her mother is a more typical deathbed story, even though she didn’t have any idea that Hannah had died. And yet, I think they are linked.
The scripture for today is often known as “the transfiguration.” The emphasis of the story is almost always Jesus’ transformation and the dazzling glow. And maybe that’s because we—like Peter—don’t know what to do with the appearance of Moses and Elijah. The fact that Jesus is glowing is also strange, but maybe less strange than the supernatural visitors.

But why did the transfiguration happen? Why do we have a transformational Jesus moment at all? In Luke’s gospel, this is the moment before Jesus dramatically expands the reach of his ministry—he sends out 72 people to share the message around Judea. And at the same time, Jesus himself narrows his focus to Jerusalem.

The scripture we heard says that Moses and Elijah were talking with Jesus about his “exodus from the world.” In other words, they were preparing him for his death. But Jesus wasn’t sick. These weren’t deathbed visitors. Like my grandmother, this discussion of death was jarring and unexpected for the other people around. My mom told me she was really disturbed and uncomfortable with what her grandmother told her. Peter and the other disciples also had no idea how to respond, but the scripture passage ends with them being terrified.

But Jesus clearly wasn’t troubled by the visitors. And Hannah was peaceful and calm, knowing that her death was drawing close. And I don’t know why Hannah got angels and other people who die unexpectedly don’t. Maybe the difficulty and trauma of her death would have been too much without the angelic warning. But it was a blessing for her, and ultimately, it was a source of great comfort for my mom, too.

Humans really don’t like to talk about death, at least not in our culture. It is the one universal inevitability, but it’s such a difficult thing, some people try to ignore it altogether. And yet, death is also sometimes the only moment when people are open to acknowledging a spiritual world. Oftentimes, that manifests as spooky or macabre, but “ghost” would be a pretty good word to describe the two long-dead historical figures that Jesus talked to on the mountaintop. 

Beloved, there are plenty of things that we just don’t have good explanations for. There’s no scientific data about the afterlife or ghosts or angels. But what I do know is this: we are not alone. Whether we know it or not, we don’t walk through this life alone. And just like our love doesn’t end when someone dies, apparently the ties that bind us are also not severed by death.
I don’t know who will welcome me home—maybe angels or my grandparents or a big flock of my old dogs—but I know that whatever and whoever is on the other side is something good. 

We don’t get to skip over tragedy and grief in this life, but we also don’t have to face it alone. And the God who has walked through every moment, on every mountaintop and down into every valley with us, is the one who will ultimately welcome us with open arms. And when I get to where I’m going, that’s all I need to know.


Wondrous God of infinite love and boundless compassion
Mark our hearts with the seal of your handiwork
Create within us the joy of being in your presence.
Stitch into our souls the desire to serve,
the power to heal,
and the capacity to love deeply and genuinely.
Mold us into reservoirs of hope,
that we might pour out your bountiful blessings
upon all of your people.

May our exploration of the world 
beyond our understanding 
help us to understand how good and faithful you are.

May your healing hands be the salve 
for ending hurt and violence in this world, 
even as we prepare for the next.
In the holy Name of Jesus.

