Sermon for the Transfiguration

Today we mark the feast of the Transfiguration. In our liturgical calendar, the formal date
for the celebration is August 6th, but it is, as with many others, a moveable feast, so we
celebrate it today.

However, it has a powerful symbolism when observed on August 6th. That date is also the
day in 1945 when the atomic bomb was dropped on the city of Hiroshima. How important
it is to see the bright and glorious presence of the Transfigured Christ as a reminder to
pursue peace and be peacemakers, as he taught us to be, on the day when humankind
used a weapon of such devastation.

The first symbol of the transfiguration, which I have already mentioned, is one of
brightness. Jesus goes up the mountain with Peter and James and John. “And he was
transfigured before them”. Mark gets straight to the point in labelling this moment as a
transfiguration. He then describes it. “ And his clothes became dazzling white, such as no
one on earth could bleach them”. Jesus shines with brightness in an unearthly manner,
which indicates that this is a remarkable moment that speaks to his divinity. Then they see
Elijah and Moses, two of the great figures of Judaism, speaking with Jesus. While nothing
is reported of their conversation, to see Jesus speaking with these fathers of the faith is
extraordinary. It demonstrates just how important Jesus is, and his status as a leader,
guide and example for those who believe. While it does not say so directly, it also implies
that Jesus is greater than Moses and Elijah, faithful though they were. There is something
about him that sets Jesus apart, even from these two pillars of the faith.

Peter then speaks, proposing to make three dwelling places - one for Jesus, one for Moses,
and one for Elijah. He wants to commemorate this moment, and this location. He wants to
respond to the sense of holiness and sacredness. But in the very next verse it’s revealed
that he is just babbling, not knowing what to say, because he (as well as James and John)
were terrified. It is understandable. Who knows what we would say if we saw such things
with our own eyes.

But there is more for them to witness. The voice from heaven speaks from the cloud that
descends upon the mountaintop. The voice proclaims Jesus as the Son of God, and names
him the Beloved. More significantly, it instructs the disciples: Listen to him. This is sound
advice. Having heard this voice, the disciples realise that Moses and Elijah are no longer
there, but they now only see Jesus.

“Listen to him”, is advice not only for Peter and James and John, but for all of us. If we are
willing to listen to Jesus, and to learn from him, our eyes will be opened, and our hearts



and minds will follow. If there is a commandment that we can take to heart from this
passage, it is those three words - Listen to him.

Then they head down the mountain. Jesus speaks to them while they travel. He tells them
to keep what they saw and experienced to themselves. It is not the right time for these
things to be known. He says they are to keep this secret “until after the Son of Man had
risen from the dead”. The disciples agree to his condition, keeping silent, but wondering
what Jesus means about ‘rising from the dead’.

The Transfiguration is a moment of great power, of revelation, and when humanity
encounters the majesty of the divine. We have this feast as an opportunity to give thanks
for Jesus, for his divinity, for his transfiguration upon the mountaintop that declared who
he was and called us to pay attention to him.

In the second letter of Peter we have a further description of the Transfiguration, this time
from Peter’s perspective.

The passage begins with an honest reminder - Peter was an eyewitness to these things,
rather than someone who recount myths and legends. And they witnessed his majesty in
its fullness. Peter wants us to trust his description, and to allow it to teach us something
deeply valuable.

Peter declares that in the Transfiguration, Jesus received honour and glory from God by
being declared the Beloved Son, with whom God is well pleased. Peter reasserts that he
heard these words on the mountain, that they came from heaven, and that they are
prophetic.

The passage ends with Peter counselling us to listen to his description, his testimony. He
then uses the image of a lamp ‘shining in a dark place’; an image of brightness akin to the
shining Jesus seen on the mountain. The brightness of the lamp is the guiding light of Jesus
and his wisdom, which has been generously given to us, and which we are able to use in
our own lives as a reflection of our love of and faith in God, who loves us beyond measure.
All we need to do is to tend and trim the lamp, and it will be our permanent source of
light, hope, peace and wisdom.

May the Transfigured Christ shine brightly before us, within us, and guide us, this day
and always.
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