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From What to What? 

Matthew 17:1-9 
                                      

Matthew 17:1-9 
Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and his brother John and led them up a 

high mountain, by themselves. And he was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, 
and his clothes became dazzling white. Suddenly there appeared to them Moses and Elijah, talking 
with him. Then Peter said to Jesus, ‘Lord, it is good for us to be here; if you wish, I will make three 
dwellings here, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.’ While he was still speaking, suddenly a 
bright cloud overshadowed them, and from the cloud a voice said, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved; with 
him I am well pleased; listen to him!’ When the disciples heard this, they fell to the ground and were 
overcome by fear. But Jesus came and touched them, saying, ‘Get up and do not be afraid.’ And when 
they looked up, they saw no one except Jesus himself alone.  
  As they were coming down the mountain, Jesus ordered them, ‘Tell no one about the vision 
until after the Son of Man has been raised from the dead.’  
                                 
 
I have often said that my favorite place to do church – the verb – is outside of the church – the noun. 
 
That’s not to say I don’t love and value being here this morning in this sanctuary, but there is 
something about getting away from our normal routine and location that can help us to see things  
more clearly sometimes. 
 
Last fall a group of us – some LPC Middle Schoolers, Ben Robinson, and I left church to do church. 
We joined Middle Schoolers from other churches in our Presbytery at Camp Montgomery for a retreat. 
The theme of the retreat was “Faithprints” and we were looking for places we saw the footprints of  
God – evidence of where God had been. 
 
The Presbytery’s youth directors and youth pastors share leadership at these kind of events. This time 
one of my jobs was to lead a hike to “The Cove.” None of the LPC youth decided to take that hike. So I 
was left with a small group of strangers and me. We were a surprising mix of young women and adult  
advisors from various churches. 
 
Now to set the scene, you must understand that ”The Cove” hike is a water hike. It’s follows up a sandy  
narrow ravine that has a trickle of spring water running down it, best done in bare feet or sandals. The  
hike involves winding around, over and under, lots of fallen branches and spiky vines, and seeing the  
occasional snake or strange strange insect. It’s truly a wild place. 
 
Two of the girls on the hike, Lexi and Takyra, were particularly surprised they were there. They were up  
for the adventure, to be sure. But they kept saying things like “my friends will never believe I did this!” 
And “I wish I had a camera so I could show them pictures when I get home!” They were not typically  
outdoorsy girls, and surprised even themselves at their adventure. 
 
So we had this amazing, adventurous time, over, under, around, sand and water between our toes.  
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Proving our own courage with each step into the unknown. 
 
And on the way back, one of the adult volunteers from another church stopped us.  “I just had to stop 
and tell you what I’ve been thinking,” she said. “We’ve been talking this weekend about Faithprints,  
where we see God, and I remembered what the Israelites did when they saw God in the Old Testament  
stories. They built monuments and named the places. They stopped to mark where they had  
encountered God. I was just thinking about that.” 
 
She was referencing, of course, stories like where Jacob wrestled with God and named the place  
“Peniel.” Another time, he set up a stone where God made a covenant with him and named that place  
Bethel. Where Samuel raised his “Ebenezer” to mark the place of victory over the Phillistines. 
 
We want to mark the places where we encounter God. And I thought – this is a little bit what those  
girls were talking about, when they said they wanted pictures of themselves in the Cove. 
 
To us an old phrase, are “Kodak moments” our new monuments to where we have seen God? 
 
Often, especially, on mission trips, the youth group calls these “movie moments,” those times when  
you feel like this moment could be just a scene in a movie. It is just that beautiful or memorable or  
important. 
 
Clearly, Peter was having one of these moments (whatever you want to call them) up on the mountain  
with Jesus. 
 
"Master, this is a great moment!“ He says, according to The Message translation “What would you think 
if I built three memorials here on the mountain—one for you, one for Moses, one for Elijah?"1  
 
Something amazing happened on that mountain. Something, really, supernatural, it seems.  Jesus was  
transfigured. 
 
Trans – what? 
 
Not just transformed. 
 
Transfigured. 
 
According to scholar Phyllis Tickle, “The Greek word used in the New Testament accounts of the 
events on the Mount of the Transfiguration is metamorphothe. While the ages have translated that 
word as transfigured, it actually comes closer to conveying something English can’t quite convey.  
It wants to say something like “changed shape and beingness and allness into some other form 
thereof,” or something equally awkward and wordy.  
 
What happened, in other words and in the fullest sense, was a “metamorphosis,”  which again is Greek 
and again has no really clear or felicitous analog in English.”2 
 
The Message says it like this: 

 
1 http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2017:1-9&version=MSG 

2 Phyllis Tickle at Sojourners: http://blog.sojo.net/2008/08/03/the-indescribable-drama-of-transfiguration-by-
phyllis-tickle/ 
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“His appearance changed from the inside out, right before their eyes. Sunlight poured from his face. 
His clothes were filled with light.”3 
 
Something happened to Jesus that was beyond description. Did he change? 
From fully human to fully God? 
From Man of History to God of Eternity? 
From beloved son to beloved son? 
 
It is hard to think of Jesus as really changing, for, wasn’t he, in the beginning, The Word? Word become 
flesh? Eternal. 
 
Light shone from him. History surrounded him and spoke with him. He dazzled. Became illuminated. 
 
In some innate Hebrew instinct, Peter knew there was little to say about this event. But he wants to  
remember this moment. Build a memorial. And he sorta wants to stay and dwell there. 
 
But so quickly, God interrupted Peter. “While he was still speaking,” the voice from the cloud came  
and told them to listen to Jesus. And then Jesus told them all to get up. Get up, “don’t be afraid” he  
said. 
 
And by afraid, I wonder if he meant, don’t get frozen here in time…Let’s not have this be our only  
moment together. Let’s not set up camp and stay in this glorious place. This is not the culmination of  
the Jesus story. 
 
There is descent to be done. Jesus is soon to be on his way to Jerusalem, on the journey toward the  
cross. 
 
We don’t stay on the mountaintop forever. Not every moment is a movie moment. There are valleys to  
be sure. And truly, as we enter the Lenten season next week, we must face the fact, that we are all on a  
journey toward the cross.  If we do not close our eyes and tremble in fear, if we do not attempt to build  
a fortress around ourselves, to remain stuck in only those mountaintop moments, we know that there  
will be suffering ahead. 
 
We have seen it, perhaps in the prolonged illness and suffering of a loved one, In careers fallen apart, 
in relationships that seem broken beyond repair. 
 
But we have also seen, in those times, that the love of God sustains. That there is holiness in the  
Suffering. Light in the darkness. 
 
Those memorials the Israelites built, those pictures that we took, the dazzling light of Jesus’ face in 
that moment, carry us on a sacred journey. From life to death to life again. 
 
C.S. Lewis writes a final word from Aslan in The Silver Chair:  That Lion King tells his beloved creatures: 
“Here on the mountain I have spoken to you clearly. I will not often do so down in Narnia. Here on the  
mountain, the air is clear and your mind is clear; as you drop down into Narnia, the air will thicken. 
Take great care that it does not confuse your mind. And the signs which you have learned here will not  
look at all as you expect them to look, when you meet them there. 

 
3 http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2017:1-9&version=MSG 
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That is why it is so important to know them by heart and pay no attention to appearance. Remember  
the signs and believe the signs. Nothing else matters.”4 
 
“God prepares people in the transcendent encounters of our lives to endure the world below, the  
world of the cross. The world that has the ability to break us and yet is never beyond God’s 
redemption.”5 
 
So, like, Peter, remember those moments, and let Jesus touch your shoulder and carry you on as the  
journey continues. 
 
I had my camera phone on the hike in the Cove and posted some photos on Facebook. Takyra and  
Lexi friended me there and we have those memories together online. I saw them again a few weeks  
ago another event at Camp Montgomery. We greeted one another with screams and big hugs. That  
one small moment together, and our lives were changed forever. 
 
Do not let those movie moments pass you by. Let God’s presence make indelible prints on your heart. 
Take a picture. Set up some stones to mark the place. 
 
Remember Christ’s light shining into your life. And that will never let you go. 
 
Amen. 

 
4 C.S. Lewis, The Silver Chair (New York: Harper Collins, 1981), 25-26. 

5 Maryetta Madeleine Anschutz, in Feasting on the Word, Year A, Volume 1 (Louisville, Westminster John Knox 
Press, 2010), 454. 


