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TRANSFIGURED 
Matthew 17:1-9 

 
 On April 15, 1912, the largest ocean liner in the world sank to the bottom of the north 
Atlantic on its maiden voyage.  The sinking of the RMS Titanic and the perishing of more than 
1,500 souls has been immortalized in the media, in heart and mind.  While the events of that 
tragedy are extremely well known, I would like to focus on one of the smaller aspects of that 
terrible “Night To Remember,” as it has been called. 
 Titanic represented all that was newest and most modern during the Edwardian era.  
The great ship boasted, for example, a remarkable lighting system and had 10,726 light 
bulbs.  Survivors of the tragedy said that immediately after the collision with the iceberg, it 
was ironically the brightly burning lights that gave the illusion all was safe and well and that 
there was no need to leave the comfort of the ship and head for the lifeboats.  Remarkably, 
the lights burned almost to the end.  Just before the huge ocean liner broke apart, 
eyewitnesses said that at 2:18 AM, the lights blinked once and then went out.  A dark haze 
settled over the stricken vessel before it finally went under the waves two minutes later at 
2:20 AM (Dr. Robert D. Ballard, The Discovery Of The Titanic). 
 I would compare that final blinking light to where we are in our liturgical calendar this 
morning.  Today we have come to the last Sunday of Epiphany, Transfiguration Sunday.  
Writing about this Sunday, one commentator has said that  
It seems fitting to end the season of light with a light so bright that no one on earth can 
produce it, a flash of brilliant, blinding revelation that illuminates not only who Jesus is...but 
also Jesus' mysterious words about his coming suffering, death, and rising again...(Kathryn 
Matthews Huey, “Attentive To Mystery and Prophecy”). 
 What we have in our narrative from Matthew 17 follows the statement made by Peter 
that Jesus was the Messiah, as well as the prediction by Jesus of his death, as well as Jesus' 
word to the disciples to follow him.  As our scripture begins, we read that Jesus takes Peter, 
James and John up to the mountain.  We don't know why Jesus decided to do this or even 
why he selected these particular men to join him. 
 We know from a wealth of biblical examples that mountains are high places where 
spiritual encounters take place.  In fact, “mountains...in Greek, Hebrew, Roman and Asian 
religious literature, were always places where the human could touch the divine” (Sr. Joan 
Chittister, The Role of Religion in Today's Society).  Again and again, the gospels indicate that 
the divine can be encountered in tangible, life-changing ways through mountaintop 
experiences.   People living in the first century were very much accustomed to this kind of 
spiritual geography. (Karen Georgia Thompson, “Reflection on Matthew 17:1-9”). 
 After Peter, James and John are on the mountaintop with Jesus, we read that suddenly 
Jesus is transfigured:  “...his face shone like the sun, and his clothes became dazzling white.”  
Moses and Elijah suddenly appear, and they speak with Jesus.  Peter volunteers to make 
three dwellings or booths in an effort to create a sense of permanence on the mountain.  So 
the experience becomes highly significant in the minds of the disciples:  the mountain, the 
transfiguration, the appearance of the prophets.  Truly this occasion is an encounter between 
Jesus and the divine.  
 And then as if to seal the high spirituality of the moment, we read that a bright cloud 



overshadows them, and then the disciples hear a voice from heaven:  “This is my son, the 
beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him!”  In this time of revelation, the disciples 
grow fearful and fall to the ground.  Jesus touches them and says, “Get up and do not be 
afraid.”  When the disciples look up, only Jesus is standing with them.  They all descend from 
the mountain together.  In the closing verse of the scripture, Jesus orders the disciples to 
keep what has happened on the mountain a secret until after the resurrection.   
 Matthew's story gives us much to think about.  The transfiguration allows the disciples 
to view Jesus in new ways.  Peter appears to be one who doesn't know what to do with the 
revelation or how to deal with his own life.  About the transfiguration, Fred Craddock says this:  
There is value in referring to this story as one about Jesus' mountaintop experience, which is 
followed by his return to the valley where he ministered to human need.  
To such a presentation we can add recitations of mountaintop experiences we have known, 
followed by exhortations to return to the valley ready to serve. The connections can not only 
be clear but also encouraging and Challenging (The Christian Century, February 21, 1980).   
 Last Sunday I told you I planned to retire in July and move to San Antonio, to be close 
to my son and his family.  Since my house fire, certainly, there has been much that has 
transfigured my life.  But I have also been thinking about all the years in ministry prior to this 
one.  Since this past summer, I have been especially reflecting on the grand sweep of my 
ministerial life since I was ordained a deacon in The United Methodist Church in 1970.  
 The Christian Century runs an article from time to time written by pastors called “How 
My Mind Has Changed.”  And so that long look back also contains thoughts about how I have 
been transfigured over the years.  Certainly it is interesting and enlightening to realize how my 
time as a “carpenter's helper,” as one pastor friend used to speak of our profession, has 
evolved over these last decades. 
 I graduated from college in the spring of 1969 and began as a seminary student at 
Boston University School of Theology that Fall.  It was the place where my father and 
maternal grandfather had gone to learn how to be a pastor.  I didn't think about going 
anywhere else. 
 It was during my second year—my middler year—when i began working as a chaplain 
at what was then called University Hospital.  It was a teaching hospital associated with BU.  
And so I recall every Monday morning I would ride the “T” (what we used to call the MTA), to 
the hospital.  Although I was raised in a family of ministers and am a fifth-generation pastor, I 
felt strange and uncomfortable being a hospital chaplain.  There's nothing like wearing a 
clerical collar in South Boston to set you apart!   On the one hand, I felt so green and 
inexperienced, I didn't think I deserved to wear a collar; on the other hand, it did give me 
some courage and confidence about doing the work of ministry.  I liked the way people 
regarded me.  When folks saw me board the subway car, fellow passengers would say things 
like, “Nice day, Father!”  They were so respectful and kind.  The driver of the “T” which took 
me to the hospital would never let me pay and put his hand over the meter and shook his 
head, “No, Father!”  That felt great until I sat near an elderly priest one day.  The driver said to 
him, “So, Father, do you know this young one here?”  I was mortified, as the old man looked 
me up and down, I jumped off at the next stop! 
 But the deference that Boston Catholics showed me could not make up for my 
tremendous feelings of inadequacy when I made calls in the hospital.  Why anyone would 
listen to me, I thought.  I'm just a kid!  We had an old chaplain named les who used to read us 
the riot act to the student chaplains every Monday afternoon.  He would yell at us for being 
incompetent and timid.  The man scared me to death.  I became used to my stomach being 
tied in knots every Monday. 
 My fear of not measuring up only intensified as my seminary years went along.  Every 



generation, it seems, has the same lament, “Oh, the things they never teach you in 
Seminary!”  While I worked for two years as a Youth Director at an American Baptist Church, 
by the time I graduated in 1972, I had never done a baptism, a wedding or a funeral.  Again, I 
had a big fear about performing these rituals.  I was terrified I would mess them up! 
 After I graduated from BU in '72, I married and moved to Indiana to start a PH.D. 
program in English.  I also began working as an Associate Pastor in one of the downtown 
campus churches.  As luck would have it, the week I came on board, the Senior Pastor left on 
vacation.  He left me with a wedding to do—which worried me greatly, of course. 
 But before the wedding, on my first day in the office, the secretary buzzed me and said 
this, “A man in the church who has cancer has just taken a bad turn.  His wife and three kids 
have been called to the hospital.  He's not supposed to live through the day.  They called 
asking for a pastor.  I told them you would come.  They say the three teenage kids are 
hysterical.”  Make that four, I thought to myself! 
 As I drove to the hospital, the same fears from University Hospital surfaced again.  I 
had never met these people.  How could I possibly comfort them?  I didn't have a clue.  When 
I walked into the room, I found a heart-wrenching scene.  Three young people suddenly 
realizing that they were about to lose their dad.  The man's wife was barely coping.  Everyone 
looked to me for guidance, strength and help.  Somehow I managed to say a prayer, but I felt 
so inept, so truly worthless.  I said almost nothing but just spent time holding one family 
member after another. 
 When the man died, the Senior Pastor called and said he would come back to do the 
funeral.  Thank God, I said to myself!  I honestly believed I had ruined everything up to that 
point.  Mercifully, my boss had saved me from inflicting any more damage on those poor 
bereft people. 
 It was a few days after the funeral when I received a note from the family.  It only 
contained one line and was not perfect English, but it made perfect sense, “You was there 
when we needed you.”  I remember staring at that note and thought, there must be some 
mistake.  I checked the envelope.  Yes, it was addressed to me.  So what that note really did 
for me was a transfiguring moment.  It taught me about the significance of the ministry of 
presence.  I had not really known that it was all right not to fill up the space with words or 
scripture or even prayers.  Holding someone who was grieving was actually a good thing to 
do. 
 The ministry of presence is something that I have carried with me to each of the seven 
churches I have served.  It has reminded me to always make room for the Holy Spirit, and to 
understand that the length of a visit in a hospital or nursing home doesn't reflect its 
importance.  I once drove four hours from Corpus Christi to Houston to have a ten-minute 
conversation with a church member who had had a heart transplant.  And this was for a man I 
had never liked, but he needed a pastor that day.   
 As I reflect back on pastoring during these past 50 years, I am astounded to think how I 
from time to time majored in minors.  For example, I used to spend a great deal of time 
working on the titles for my sermons.  I really slaved over them.  And yet, after a couple of 
years, I could not remember even preaching individual sermons much less the titles of them!  
Now I approach the matter of titles completely differently.  The UCC program calendar has a 
theme for each Sunday.  And now, I usually pick the theme for the title of my sermon.  Guess 
what the theme for today is?  You would be correct if you answered “Transfigured”!  Adopting 
those themes has saved me lots of time through the years.  Transfigured thinking indeed! 
 Something else I can't explain was how I used to think the worship announcements 
always had to come in the middle of the service.  I had clergy colleagues who always did 
them at the beginning of the service, but in the churches where I was raised, that was never 



done.  Didn't Jesus always do the announcements right before the sermon?!  Well, when I 
came to Hammond Street and saw the bulletin, I immediately noticed the announcements 
came at the beginning.  It has always been my practice to use the same worship format that a 
congregation has been used to—figuring that I was change enough as the new pastor.  Now 
after doing the announcements at the beginning of worship for the past nineteen years, I 
absolutely can't figure out why I thought they should be anyplace else!   
 So while the years really have changed my way of operating and my way of thinking 
about some things. It has underlined some other beliefs and traditions I have held dear.  If 
there are two words that I have undergone an extreme makeover during my life, they would 
be the words “grace” and “humor.”  My life, as you know, has been filled with challenges.  And 
yet I believe I have been saved over and over again by God's grace.  I am a survivor.  Eugene 
O’Neill once famously said that “Man is born broken.  The grace of God is glue.”  I do believe 
that, but I also think a sense of humor is essential for keeping that glue pliable and usable you 
have given me permission to say and do almost anything and everything.  And while I don't 
want to give my farewell sermon here this morning, I do want to say that our corporate humor 
has really made me love the work that I have done here. 
 Barbara Goodeill, a member of the search committee that brought me to Hammond 
Street in 2001, has always said that I am “irreverent but in a good way.”  I well remember the 
first Diaconate meeting that I attended.  Every person was being on his or her best behavior 
with the new pastor present.  Joan day got up to use the rest room.  When she left the room, I 
said, “I like Joan, but there's something about her that bothers me.  I think it would be a good 
idea if we went around the circle and said one thing that bothers us about Joan.”  Well, the 
looks on those faces!  What could our new pastor possibly be thinking?  What has our search 
committee done?  And then I laughed and they laughed.  And we have been laughing ever 
since.  The transfiguring power of grace and humor! 
 I could go on.  But not today.  That word calls us back to the reason for the season of 
the Epiphany light.  Today is a time for reflection, for thinking how our minds have changed, 
how we have been transfigured and even changed others in the process.  When you and I 
think about our passage this morning from Matthew, we remember that Jesus was revealed to 
the disciples in a new light.  As we prepare to March on through the season of Lent, and 
painfully remember how that Titanic light was extinguished, let us also give thanks for the 
revelation itself, and for the ways in which we have transfigured one another. 
   
 


