
Transfiguration Sunday 
 
 
Religious experience must be experienced first hand. 
 
 
Chapter17 in the book of Matthew begins with the words “six days later...” 

Something has transpired prior that we need to remember in order to help us make better 

sense of today’s scripture – to deepen our understanding of the significance of this event.   

Over the past three Sundays, Robin has taken us through several verses from chapter 5 in 

Matthew - the Sermon on the Mount. 

Jesus had moved away from the crowds that were following him, to go up the mountain where 

his disciples joined him and he began to teach them. To be effective in the work they have 

undertaken, they must let go of the ways they have known and be as Jesus in his worldview. 

Jesus eventually returns to the crowds, continuing to teach and perform miracles.  In chapter 

16 verse 13 we are told that he asks his disciples who the people say the Son of Man is? 

Then he asks, “Who do you say that I am? 

Simon Peter answered him “You are the Messiah, the Son of the Living God”.  Peter knew 

that Jesus was not just another prophet. Jesus’ response:  Blessed are you....I will give you 

the keys of the kingdom of heaven” 

However, this blessing was soon turned on its head when Peter’s outburst of horror at the 

foretelling of his master being crucified indicated to Jesus Peter’s lack of understanding of 

what Jesus must fulfill. In no uncertain terms, and in front of the other disciples Jesus rebuked 

Peter.   

Again Jesus goes up the mountain, this time accompanied only by Peter, James, and John. 

Just the three;  The number 3 represents divine wholeness, completeness, and perfection. 

The number 3 was used to put a divine stamp of completion or fulfillment on a subject to 

highlight an idea, thought, or event or noteworthy figure in the bible for their prominence. 



There are also 3 parts to the transfiguration: 

1.  The face of Jesus shone with an unborrowed glory similar to the rays of the sun. His face 

shone as the sun. His garments became white as the light.- dazzling white. 

2. Moses and Elijah appeared, the first great law giver and the first great prophet, 

respectively. They unite recognizing in Jesus as the One who is the fulfillment of all that is 

embodied in the law and the prophets. The primary purpose of the appearance of Moses and 

Elijah was to salute their divine successor then leave him alone in his unchallenged 

supremacy. He has come in the Person of the Son of the Living God. 

When peter started speaking, wanting to set up tents, he was silenced... 

3. A bright cloud (In the old testament a cloud is often a sign of God’s presence, and a bright 

cloud indicates this is no ordinary cloud. Indeed.) overshadowed them and from it the divine 

voice gives its authoritative testimony to the uniqueness of Jesus. “This is my Son, the 

Beloved; with him I am well pleased. Listen to him!” 

That is a lot going on all at once. No wonder the three fell to the ground in fear. 

After Jesus’ “tough love” rebuke of Peter (I imagine his voice to have been quite curt and 

cold), he is again his gentle and loving self, touching each of them, reassuring them saying 

that it’s ok, don’t be afraid. You can get up. And they see that he is alone.  Moses and Elijah 

are no longer there. All has returned to normal.  And yet, nothing will be the same.   

Why did Peter want to set up tents for the visitors?  Did he want to hang onto this full body 

experience, this ultra divine moment, to keep it going and not lose it?   

What were they thinking? How did they feel?  Physically. Emotionally. How would each be 

changed by this transfiguration?   



Jesus needed his disciples to know, heart, mind, body, and soul who he truly was if they were 

to carry on his work after the resurrection. There could be no questions, no hesitation, no 

doubts. I’d say mission accomplished. 

The experience couldn’t last – they needed to go back down the mountain, back into the 

crowds, toward Jerusalem with their Messiah and do the work. Back to the mundanity of life. 

So, what does this mean for us? What do you take from this? What has been a numinous 

experience in your life?  How did it affect you?  Did it change anything in you?   

How do we know God if we haven’t had such an experience?  What experiences have you 

had that have left you in awe and speechless and knowing that God is indeed with you in that 

moment... 

From Richard Rohr: 

 ...There are only two major paths by which the human soul comes to God: the path of great 

love, and the one of great suffering. Both finally come down to great suffering—because if we 

love anything greatly, we will eventually suffer for it. When we’re young, God hides this from 

us. We think it won’t have to be true for us. But to love anything in depth and over the long 

term, we eventually must suffer. 

The disciples first respond to the Transfigured Christ with fear. In our global time of crisis, this 

is where many of us are today. The disciples mirror the itinerary of the spiritual journey: we 

start out with many concerns, fears, and worries. Our minds and hearts are all over the place. 

But Jesus comes, touches them, and says, “Get up and do not be afraid.” When the three 

disciples raise their eyes, they see nothing but one image: Jesus. Their lives have become 

fully focused and simplified on the one thing that is good, the one thing they desire, and the 

one thing that is necessary. What a moment of grace and encouragement! 



But then Jesus leads them down the mountain, back into the ordinary world to continue his 

labor of love, healing and nonviolent protest against Empire. We can’t stay on the 

mountaintop forever. And then Jesus ends with a line that to me was always a 

disappointment: don’t tell anybody about what just happened. He might be saying, “Don’t tell 

this story to someone else, because they’ll think they understand it just by hearing about it.” 

Religious experience has to be experienced firsthand. We can’t believe it because someone 

else talked about it. Sooner or later, we have to go to our own mountaintop. 

 


