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Astounding Glory 
Luke 9:28-36 (37-43) 

  
Raffaello Sunzio Da Urbino, better known as Raphael, was an Italian painter of the High 

Renaissance.  From the 1490's to 1527, that period was known as a time of “exceptional artistic 
production in Italy” (TotallyHistory.com). 

 And so it was that in 1516, or about the middle of the High Renaissance, Raphael 
received a commission from Cardinal De Medici, later to become Pope Clement VII.  The charge 
was to paint a scene representing the Transfiguration for the city of Narbonne, France. 

When Raphael died prematurely at the age of 37 due to a fatal fever, Transfiguration 
was finished by a student in 1520.  Now the painting hangs in the Vatican Museum. 

Raphael’s masterpiece, like our scripture lesson from Luke, is in two parts: 

The upper part of the painting depicts Christ elevated in front of billowy, illumined clouds, and 
on either side of him are the prophets Elijah and Moses.  In the lower portion of the painting, the 
apostles are depicted, trying unsuccessfully, to rid [a] possessed boy of demons.  The upper 
portion shows a transfigured Christ, appearing to be performing a miracle, curing the boy, and 
ridding him of the evil. 

So in Raphael’s painting we have the stark contrast—a split—between the redemptive 
power of Christ in the upper portion and the flawed world of men in the lower portion 
(TotallyHistory.com). 

In our scripture lesson—also in two parts--the scene is the Mount of Transfiguration.  The week 
before the trek up the mountain, Jesus has been predicting his death and resurrection and 
telling the disciples what he is expecting of them.  The followers of Jesus have been focusing on 
their possible victory over their enemies, the Romans, but for Jesus there is another priority 
(Kathryn M. Matthews, “Astounding Glory”).  Jesus asks Peter, James and John to join him on 
the mountain while he prays. 

 While the three disciples are watching Jesus, suddenly they witness something 
miraculous.   Luke tells us they observe a change in Jesus’ face "and his clothes became dazzling 
white."  Immediately, then, Moses and Elijah join Jesus and speak with him.  The presence of 
these two prophets is a powerful visitation for First Century Jews.  They represent continuity 
with the past and the present.  Jesus is the fulfillment of all that has gone before.  For the 
Jewish community, Moses and Elijah "…are more real than Peter, James, and John.  More real 
than Caesar…Quirinius…Pontius Pilate" (Richard Swanson, Provoking the Gospel of Luke).  In a 
real sense, the two prophets are not part of a dead history but of a living history.  The Gospel 



says that Moses and Elijah speak of Jesus’ last days.  The three disciples see the glory of Jesus, 
as well as that of the two prophets. 

 It is at this juncture when Peter, who probably should be silent, is speaking.  He talks 
about setting up three tents--one for Jesus and both of his companions:  "Master, it is good for 
us to be here," says Peter, "Let us make three dwellings."  Peter wants to freeze his mountain 
top experience.  He doesn't want it to end. 

 In his commentary on this passage, one Bible scholar has said that "Faithfulness is not 
achieved by freezing a moment but by following on in confidence that God is leading us [to 
believe that] what lies ahead is even greater than what we have already experienced" (R. Alan 
Culpepper, Luke, New Interpreter's Bible). 

But Luke tells us that when Peter speaks about putting the tents together, the man is 
practically incoherent.  The text says that Peter doesn't know what he is saying.  Impulsive Peter 
is once again trying to be helpful by jumping into the action rather than by silently observing 
the situation.  As one commentator puts it, "all that is missing is the cosmic hand reaching 
down to give Peter a good 'you-are-missing-the-point' slap upside the head" (Lori Brandt, 
Feasting on the Word). 

 Peter doesn't talk to the hand, but while he is speaking, we read that a cloud descends 
around the three disciples.  They are terrified, as the voice of God speaks:  "This is my son, my 
chosen; listen to him!"  Finally, it appears that Peter and the others get it.  For we read in verse 
36 that the disciples "kept silent."  Instead of babbling, the followers of Jesus drink in the 
experience of the Transfiguration.  And the passage closes by telling us that the three men 
"Told no one any of the things they had seen." 

 Clearly, for Peter, James and John, what happened on the Mount of Transfiguration was 
beyond explaining.  It was so deeply personal, so emotional that it could not be shared.  You 
had to have been there, the three seem to be saying to themselves for they had witnessed a 
transforming, mystical event literally outside human knowing. 

 In writing about this passage, Barbara Brown Taylor speaks about the "thin places" 
which are so beloved in Celtic spirituality.  A thin place is "where the veil between this world 
and the next is so sheer that it is easy to step through" (Home by Another Way).  So what the 
three men experience on the mountain is a thin place--this world and the next world become 
one. 

 The Transfiguration story, then, is really about light.  We read that Jesus’ face is 
changed and his clothes become "dazzling white."  It reminds me of what Thomas Merton said: 
"We are living in a world that is absolutely transparent, and God is shining through all the time." 

 If we really think about it, I’ll bet each one of us can name a thin place out of our own 
experience, perhaps your camp on the lake or maybe a special spot where you visited on a 
vacation, or even a place that you like to go in the winter.  It's a transfiguring place where you 
feel you have one foot on earth and one in heaven. 



It is no accident that Celtic spirituality looks to John's Gospel for its inspiration.  The 
opening pages of the Gospel are about light, and there is the line, "We have seen his glory…full 
of grace and truth."  Interestingly, and powerfully, the spotlight that is trained on Jesus and 
Moses and Elijah shifts in the next section to the boy healed of a demon. 

 In this second part of the scripture—as in the lower portion of Raphael's painting--Jesus 
and the others come down off the mountain and go to where the people are the next day.  
Jesus travels from the world of the spirit to the world of real folks.  Jesus is shocked back into 
reality by a man shouting to him, "Teacher, I beg you to look at my son; he is my only child." 

 Literally we go from the highest high--the Transformation on the Mountain-- to the 
lowest low of the demon-possessed boy.  That in microcosm is what ministry is all about, of 
course.  No matter how much you or I would love to hang out in this sanctuary, we know it is 
not the real world.  So on any given Sunday, I go from the high of preaching in this wonderful 
space to the real world of fellowship hall:  "Pastor, there's a man here who says he needs 
diapers for his baby…Pastor, do you know where the microphones are kept?…Pastor, can you 
put this article in the Hammond Streeter?…Pastor, have you met this visitor?…Pastor, this lady 
says she is out of food…Pastor, did anyone find the earring I lost last week?…Pastor, did you 
know my name is misspelled in the bulletin?…Pastor, someone needs to talk to you on the 
phone…Pastor, do you know your inspection sticker has been expired for six months?"  All of 
these experiences have happened to me--and more--when I have climbed down from this 
pulpit at Hammond Street Church! 

 To this congregation's ever-lasting credit, you have never tried to keep the world at 
bay.  People in need are always all around us--at the food cupboard, attending AA meetings, 
coming to the free bean luncheon, speaking on the telephone, or sitting in the pew.  Those of 
you who are new to this congregation may not know the story of the last bank of windows in 
the sanctuary.  The panes of clear glass were purposely kept that way so that church members 
could always see the needs of the world at the corner of Hammond and High Streets.  This is 
truly a place where all God's people intersect with one another. 

So as we examine these passages this morning, we have the voice of God in the cloud--
the same voice at the Baptism of Jesus--and we have the anguished voice of the father in the 
crowd.  The voice in the cloud and the voice in the crowd.  When Jesus sees the boy in distress, 
he asks that the child be brought to him at once.  The afflicted young man is writhing on the 
ground having convulsions, we read that Jesus rebukes "the unclean spirit," heals the child and 
returns him to his father. 

 Between the trip to the mountain and the healing of the young boy, it was a 
transfiguring two days for the three disciples.  It is no wonder Dr. Luke closes the two passages 
with the words, "And all were astounded at the greatness of god."  Today, twenty-one centuries 
later, people are still astounded.  "Jesus, take us to the mountain"! 
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