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 I’m glad Marlene suggested the choir sing that anthem. It seems to me the story of the 

Transfiguration really ought to be sung rather than read. Plus, this year I’m a little more 

interested in what happens after they come down the mountain than while they’re on it. But it 

doesn’t hurt to look at that for a minute. Most of us have heard this story multiple times over the 

years. Jesus invites three of his disciples, Peter, James and John, to accompany him up a 

mountain for a time of prayer. While they’re together suddenly he begins to glow and they seem 

him with two other figures, Moses and Elijah we’re told, and then they hear a voice from a cloud 

identifying Jesus as God’s “Beloved,” and they should listen to him.  

 

 It’s a story packed with symbolism. Some of the language used in the Greek prefigures 

the resurrection. The presence of Moses and Elijah represent the whole history of Israel and 

Judaism. Some interpreters believe they are passing the torch to Jesus, giving the impression that 

he will replace them, or Christianity will replace Judaism. That’s always struck me as self-

serving. I get the impression they’re sort of conferring their blessing on him and his ministry, so 

whatever he’s doing he’s within the tradition and not over-riding it.  It’s a powerful story and one 

worth exploring.  

 

 But this year, instead of focusing on what it says about Jesus, I’d rather focus on what it 

says about the disciples. There are times in the gospels when the names Peter, James and John 

seem to be a kind of stand in for “everyone” or “every disciple.” Whenever Peter, James and 

John are brought together, it’s as if we’re all invited to put ourselves in the scene. Either that’s 

what’s meant or these three are the densest disciples ever to walk the earth. They just don’t get it.  

 

 And as we learn the next day, none of them gets it. The three synoptic gospels, Matthew, 

Mark and Luke, have a lot in common. It’s believed Mark is the earliest gospel and Matthew and 

Luke used it as a model. Just about everything contained in Mark can be found in Matthew and 

Luke, often verbatim. But occasionally certain events or stories will be in a different sequence in 

the other two, so the other writers didn’t feel compelled to follow Mark’s pattern absolutely. But 

in all three the story of Jesus’ Transfiguration is followed immediately by a colossal failure by 

the disciples. In each one, when Jesus’ true nature is revealed the disciples stumble.  

 

 That dynamic should remind us of the challenges we often face. How do we bring down 

the mountain the experience we had atop the mountain? One of the truisms this story is said to 

teach us is “mountaintop experiences aren’t supposed to last; sooner or later you have to come 

down to the real world.” But what if what was revealed on the mountain is the real world? What 

if all the frustrations and disappointments and failures we encounter on the ground are actually 

the illusion?  

 

 Otherwise, I’m not sure how to explain Jesus’ outburst, “You faithless and perverse 

generation, how much longer must I be with you and bear with you?” That’s not the response of 



a pragmatist, someone who’s just hoping to be effective and understands the limits. That sounds 

like someone who’s expecting more from his followers than most of us could possibly provide. 

 

 How are we supposed to internalize those expectations? And how can we give them 

substance in the world?  

 

 This past week I attended the annual clergy retreat which is co-sponsored by our 

presbytery and Lake Erie Presbytery in Pennsylvania. The leader was a man named David 

LaMotte. David is a musician and songwriter as well as a peace activist and organizer. He’s 

written this book: World changing 101:Challenging the Myth of Powerlessness. That was the 

title of the conference and he used his book as the basis of his presentations. David began by 

challenging what he calls the “hero narrative” in our culture. That narrative claims that change 

occurs in a society through the heroic, dramatic actions of an individual which then inspires 

others to follow and bring about change.  

 

 That’s a well-worn motif in literature and cinema. You can hardly find a popular movie 

that doesn’t follow the pattern of an individual confronting a problem which becomes a crisis 

and taking action which puts them in jeopardy, sometimes life-threatening, until others are 

motivated to take up the cause so change can occur. Stories like “Norma Rae” come to mind, but 

there are other examples out there as well. The model he used is the story of Rosa Parks.  

 

 It was fascinating to learn how her story is told compared to what actually occurred 

according to her autobiography. The bottom line for David, and I think this is true, is heroes 

don’t bring about change, movements do. Any hero who has been elevated through popularity or 

circumstance in connection with some social change is supported by a vast combination of ideas 

and activities and people that put the “hero” in a position to take a particular stance when a crisis 

occurs. Heroes don’t just materialize from nowhere; they’re the result of influences by 

generations of others.  

 

 Understanding that dynamic is important because too often we convince ourselves that 

our small contribution to whatever change is trying to be born is insignificant. We look at the 

heroes of our faith, for instance, and assume we could never do what they did. We have a 

mountaintop experience and assume it could never be translated into action in the world. It’s that 

belief, I think, that lies at the root of Jesus’ outburst of frustration in this story. The disciples fail 

because they can’t trust their own experience of communion with God; they fail because they 

don’t consider themselves heroes and they think only a hero can change the world.  

 

 But this story can teach us something completely different. Transfiguration isn’t only 

about discovering the nature of who Jesus is. It’s about discovering our own nature when we 

enter into relationship with him and take on his ministry, become part of his movement for 

healing in the world. Over and over Jesus calls us to get off the sidelines and become participants 

in the work he’s doing in the world. And over and over we decline because we’re afraid to fail. 

We decline because we don’t think we have what it takes. We decline because we’re waiting for 

a hero instead of joining in the efforts so many others have made and are making to bring about 

change.  

 



 The church isn’t meant to be a place where heroes are made. The church is meant to be 

the community where transfiguration is realized and change is born. We lay the foundation, we 

become the ground where change is cultivated and nourished. So part of our job is helping one 

another see themselves and the world transfigured. Part of our job is helping each other penetrate 

the illusion of powerlessness and hopelessness to discover that healing is possible through the 

efforts we make. Part of our job is to build each other up, so when the crisis comes, when the 

moment is right, we can stand for justice and compassion against forces of hatred and fear, 

within these walls and out there in the world. Part of our job is to take what we learn on the 

mountain down to the ground where people are hurting and longing for change.  

 

 What this old, familiar story can teach us today is the importance of trust. If we can learn 

to trust the Jesus we meet on the mountain, then we can become the presence of God, faces 

unveiled, transformed from glory to glory, for the life of the world.  

 

Amen 


