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Luke 9:28-36 
28Now about eight days after these sayings Jesus took with him Peter and 
John and James, and went up on the mountain to pray. 29And while he was 
praying, the appearance of his face changed, and his clothes became dazzling 
white. 30Suddenly they saw two men, Moses and Elijah, talking to him. 
31They appeared in glory and were speaking of his departure, which he was 
about to accomplish at Jerusalem. 32Now Peter and his companions were 
weighed down with sleep; but since they had stayed awake, they saw his 
glory and the two men who stood with him. 33Just as they were leaving him, 
Peter said to Jesus, “Master, it is good for us to be here; let us make three 
dwellings, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah” – not knowing what 
he said. 34While he was saying this, a cloud came and overshadowed them; 
and they were terrified as they entered the cloud. 35Then from the cloud came 
a voice that said, “This is my Son, my Chosen; listen to him!” 36When 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. 
  
 Sixth grade is a tumultuous time! 12 and 13 year-olds trying to 

navigate all the changes in their bodies, all the changes in the chemical 

makeup of their brains; identities are being formed and boundaries are being 

tested. Independence from parents is being discovered. Relationships are 

being formed, others are being ended; some are just difficult to navigate.  

Sixth grade is a very tumultuous time.   

 At least, it was for me! Here’s what I knew to be true in sixth grade. I 

was a girl. My dad was … a boy. I understood boys, but they didn’t 

understand girls. And what I understood about my dad was that he was 

always wrong. Duh! So, our household often had a tense overtone to it. But 

our house wasn’t the only house with that cloud hanging over it. It seemed 

that the same cloud of tension was also hanging over the homes of my two 

best friends.   



 

 So, the three of us, sixth grade, smarter-than-our-fathers, independent, 

fearless, chemically imbalanced girls, hatched a plan. We would create a fort 

in the rafters of another friend’s garage and the three of us would live there, 

away from the problems and the suffering that was our lives. The three of us 

packed all of our favorite things and moved into our new home, 10 feet above 

the filthy, oil-stained garage floor. We were sure we could, very simply, place 

all we loved in this small space and live there, leaving all that was difficult 

somewhere outside the garage. Our fort would be our protection and we could 

avoid having to deal with those with whom we disagreed – namely, our 

fathers! It was all going very well until we realized that our mattress was 

infested with ants, we became hungry just thinking about not being at home 

for dinner, and as the afternoon wore on we became more unsure of the safety 

of sleeping in this old, dark garage where anyone could walk in.   

 It’s a common temptation though … to create a protective barrier 

around us to keep us safe. It’s a temptation that is as old as our faith 

tradition! Our text in Luke’s Gospel this morning begins with the words, 

“Now about eight days after these sayings …” Eight days after what? Eight 

days after Jesus describes for his disciples the events that will lead to his 

death; eight days after Jesus tells the disciples that if they want to follow 

him, they will have to take up their cross. Eight days after Jesus says that if 

you want to save your life, you will have to lose your life. Eight days after the 

disciples learn that their lives are about to be filled with suffering.   

 With those thoughts still sitting in the backs of their minds and 

weighing heavy on their hearts, Jesus takes Peter, James, and John up on 

the mountain. It’s only human that in their minds they are playing out the 

events that are to come. And, it’s human that they are looking for ways to 

avoid these events … because it’s human to want to protect those we love 

from pain and suffering. It’s normal for these disciples and friends of Jesus to 



 

begin to look for alternatives, desperate for a second opinion, for a way to stop 

time. It’s no surprise that when they see Jesus transfigured, changed before 

them that Peter would want to build a safe sanctuary away from the world. 

It’s no surprise he would want to be content in that moment, saving Jesus 

and himself from the heartache to come. But he cannot keep God safe; nor 

can we.   

 We often live as if we believe that the wisest way to prepare for the 

roller coaster of life that includes great mountains as well as deep valleys, is 

to cut ourselves off from the most profound emotions, situations, and people.  

Guard our hearts. Build a fortress around our souls. Keep everyone and 

everything at a distance. Avoid hard conversations. Prevent ourselves from 

being vulnerable with others. Do not risk the price of wonder or of heartache.  

After all, when we open ourselves to others, even in love, we risk pain and 

grief.   

 When I get together with my family, we love to tell stories.  And when 

we do, we inevitably tell stories that include my brother, Tommy.  

Sometimes, we are able to simply laugh and enjoy the stories. But other 

times, the stories lead us to tears as we still grieve his death. One of those 

afternoons, I heard my cousin, as he was wiping away tears, say, “I’m sorry. I 

don’t mean to cry.” To which my aunt replied, “You wouldn’t be crying if you 

didn’t love him.” It seems that we cannot both love and build a box around 

our hearts to protect ourselves from pain. Likewise, we cannot build a box 

around God in order to keep God small and protect ourselves from the 

suffering that comes from living the somewhat dangerous lives of disciples.   

 As we prepare to enter into Lent this week, there is nothing we can do 

to change the fate of Jesus. We know the story too well and we remember the 

story as we endure the stories of pain and loss in our own daily lives. The 

suffering of friends and colleagues, the child who is sick, the career that has 



 

fallen apart, the relationship that seems beyond the point of healing, the 

division within our denomination – they are ALL reminders of the 

brokenness found in the suffering of Christ.   

But it seems that the question that lies before us is this: will we choose 

to box in our hearts for safety, or will we risk the price of heartache and 

suffering, the vulnerability of hope, in order to experience the celebration and 

surprise when life is somehow transformed? We are given glimpses of those 

moments when life is changed and God is shining light into the darkness.   

I saw it this week as I watched the media outlets release information, 

some of it incorrect, all of it painful, about the decisions made by the 

delegates of General Conference on the official stance of the United Methodist 

Church in relation to our lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered and queer 

brothers and sisters in Christ. In the midst of the chaos of the media reports 

and the pain and anguish of so many people, the sheer number of you who 

reached out to ask questions, to seek support, to tell me the stories of the 

churches that have raised you, to express your anger and your grief, to ask 

for prayers for your LGBTQ friends and family members, to offer prayers for 

me and our church, to wonder what comes next and what it all means for us 

… the sheer number of you seeking community and connection was a sign to 

me of how God transforms and transfigures our lives.   

I saw God’s transforming presence last week as I sat with two friends in 

the hospital as they had just heard the worst news of their lives and I 

watched the patient reach out to assure the healthy one that all will be well.  

For me, those are the moments where you realize that where there is 

suffering, there is also holy ground. Those are the moments when we realize 

God is present in the suffering just as God is present in the promise and 

potential of our lives.   



 

Today’s story of the Transfiguration is one such moment. On the one 

hand, the Transfiguration affirms Jesus’ divine nature. On the other hand, he 

begins to give the disciples eyes to see God’s presence in the chaos to come. 

Peter, James and John see Jesus transfigured and they hear the voice of God.  

Hearing it, they are prepared to walk back down the mountain and into the 

suffering and pain they know is to come.   

I believe that God prepares us in similar ways. I believe that God 

prepares people in the transcendent, awe-inspiring moments of our lives so 

that we can endure the suffering of the world in which we live. I believe that 

sometimes those moments of preparation are mountaintop encounters, but 

even more frequently, they happen in the ordinary moments of our 

classrooms, boardrooms, soup kitchens, and family kitchens – any place 

where we tear down the walls around our hearts and make space for the holy 

to be present.   

The amazing thing about the transfiguration of Jesus is the paradox 

presented to the disciples and to us. Just as there is nothing the disciples can 

do to save themselves from suffering, there is also no way they can shield 

themselves from the light of God that brings hope into their darkest 

moments. The mountain was the way for God to prepare this group of 

companions for the journey, to offer something to hold onto when they 

descend into the reality of the world below.   

As much as we would often like to, we cannot put a box around God or 

keep God at a safe distance from us. We cannot domesticate the divine so 

that we can experience only the joy in life. Just like Peter could not build a 

dwelling to contain Moses, Elijah and Jesus, we cannot keep God safe in our 

human-made boxes so that we will be comfortable.   

The gift of course, is that in defying our attempts to box in the Holy, the 

Holy shows up in all of life. The moment of Transfiguration is that point at 



 

which God says to the world, and to each of us, that there is nothing we can 

do to prepare for or stand in the way of sorrow. But there is also nothing we 

can do to separate us from the light of Christ that brings love down the 

mountain and into our lives.   

We cannot escape God. We cannot escape Emmanuel – God with us. 

God will find us – in our homes and in our workplaces. God will be present 

when our hearts are broken and when we discover joy and new life. God will 

be there when we try to run away from home and when we are sitting in 

what seems like hell on earth. GOD WILL BE PRESENT. This is the 

message of scripture and of the table we gather around today … that there is 

nothing that will separate us from the LOVE of GOD in CHRIST. Thanks be 

to God. Amen.   

 


