
February 26, 2017                                                                Eighth Sunday after Epiphany
Matthew 17:1-9                                      “Transfiguration”           by Vicar Albert Romkema

Introduction
Today, Transfiguration Sunday draws the season of Epiphany to a close. Matthews’s gospel provides a nearly perfect
bookend between 

week 1 of Epiphany, and the story of Jesus’ baptism, 

and week 8 of Epiphany, and the Transfiguration of Jesus. 

In both texts we hear God proclaim from heaven, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with him I am well pleased.”

At the same time though, Transfiguration leans unmistakeably forward into the season of Lent, which begins this coming
week. Even as he descends the mountain Jesus refers to his coming death. 

And then also, Transfiguration foreshadows Easter. When the terrified disciples fall to the ground in holy awe at their
sudden realization of who this actually was in front of them – the Transfigured Jesus - Jesus touches them and instructs
them not just to stand up but literally, to “be raised” – bringing us to thoughts of the empty tomb and Christ risen. 

Transfiguration is a remarkable passage in Matthew, which brings all of Jesus and Christ into clarity just in time for us to
begin our deeper journey through the season of Lent and Easter.

Body of the Text
The full identity of Jesus

As I read and re-read this text I was struck by how central this passage is to revealing the full identity of Jesus: he is not
just the Messiah, the Son of God, who was here transfigured before his disciples and whose face “shone like the sun”,…

…but he is also Jesus the person of history, the one who must go to Jerusalem and undergo great suffering and even be
crucified on the cross; a time he points to even as he descends the mountain.

Experiencing in this passage the Divine Son of God alongside the historical Jesus is meant for us as a message of hope –
beside the Son of God who is in some sense beyond us, there is also Jesus the man, who walks beside us, stands with us,
and comforts us always with incredible intimacy.

Son of God

First let’s reflect on Jesus as the Son of God. 

Jesus is the Son of God; an unavoidable fact here when he is “transfigured” right in front of the disciples eyes. Not just
his face shone like the sun, but his body too and his clothes. For some of us this image makes us bit uncomfortable, I
think. We are such a science-bound culture that relies on the provable, the reproducible, and the tangible that when we
read about Jesus “shining like the sun”, there is a tension created – we sense that Jesus represents more than our logical
minds can comprehend. 

But the presence of God is also imminent and accessible. We catch glimpses of God’s holiness at different times
and places – in a sunset, or in the laughter of a child, and sometimes we see it in each other too; we have
moments when we are able to capture from each other the image of God. 

I must tell you this: I had this type of experience the other day. I participated in the friendship meal this past
Friday that we hosted at St. Paul’s Anglican Church. It is such a wonderful group that comes to serve those who
have difficulty putting food on their own table. We served a large group this week; over 100 people. When the
meal was over we began the cleanup together.
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The longer the night went on the more it became evident how close this group had become, and how much
everyone enjoyed being there and serving together.

As I was leaving, a little early because I was traveling to Markham yet, I realized something…I realized that I
loved these people. I love being with them to serve and dry dishes, I love that everyone gathers with such
willingness to serve, I love that there are at least 10 people who stay to the bitter end, even though only 5 are
needed.

As I reflected on this as I was driving to Markham I realized that I see God in this activity that we do as a
community. There is something special in this work that we do at Zion and in the spirit that we do it. 

Sometimes we experience God directly in our work together, like at these friendship meals, but at other times this reality
seems far removed from our lived lives; distant and elusive. There is an inherent tension in this. 

Coming to terms with what the transfiguration, and living in the presence of God, actually implies is the central question
that the New Testament puts to us – the question that Jesus himself asks his disciples, “Who do you say that I am?
(Matthew 6:15) 

As clearly as in any other passage in the bible, Jesus proclaims the answer here, through his Divinity, his Son-ship, and
the Trinity. This is the Son of God. This is not just another exceptional human being, a prophet, or a great teacher…
…but Jesus is the decisive incarnation of the Divine, the source of life and our hope for all things to come.

Voice from the clouds

And as if the transfiguration itself were not enough for us to realize this, there comes a voice from the clouds to affirm it
too, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with him I am well pleased,” God says, and then continues with this statement, “listen
to him.” We need to stop here to consider this - listen to him, God says. 

Here is the crux of it all. This is not a priest or a prophet; this is the Son of God. 
Listen to him, says God from the bright cloud. 
Listen to him when he instructs us to feed the hungry, clothe the poor, and to forgive; 
listen to him when he says that the poor in spirit are blessed, and those who mourn; 
listen to him when he says that he will never leave us until the end of the age; 
listen to him when he says over and over again, “do not fear, for I am with you”.

Listen to him, says God from the cloud – this is a profound invitation for us too. 
What does this mean for us here at Zion? 
What is God asking of each one of us individually and as a community? 

We come here each Sunday and we share our stories, we pray together, we celebrate God’s presence among us – but
there is more to it than this; we are invited by God to be witnesses to his message of hope to the world – with each
other and with those beyond these walls.

Listen to him, says God from the cloud. 
What does this mean for us here at Zion? 

This is my son

The transfiguration moved the disciples too, toward an answer to this question. They were confronted with the Son of
God in all his glory…and they were terrified. When the voice from the cloud said, “This is my son…”, they were driven
face-down in fear. 

The disciples, at that moment, had their eyes opened to the realities of Jesus as Christ and they were confronted with
where this might lead them. Encounters with the presence and purpose of God can be frightening. 
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I remember clearly that day while I walked the 800 km pilgrimage of the Camino in Spain in 2013 where the
message of God for me to become a pastor sank like a stone into my heart. 

I was walking with a retired Lutheran pastor who, after walking together for a few short days, cut through my life
to its heart. “Albert,” he said, “You need to go where your heart already is; you need to become a Lutheran
pastor.”

I think here is where I saw Jesus transfigured and coming toward me on that mountain; not as a Jesus of history,
but as the Son of God who was leading and directing my life forward into the fulfillment of his hopes for my life. I
think I knew instinctively that this journey was going to be a long process of letting go…and it was scary.

That experience of uncertainty reminds me of the disciple’s fear in this text. They are the fears about what it actually
means to let go, and fears about where God might lead. 

In response to the many questions that I had, the retired Lutheran pastor that I was with simply held up his hand and
said, “Albert, you are enough!” 

As a soon-to-be ordained pastor I can tell you too, from all that I sense that is real, true, and trustworthy, in whatever
journey that God is calling you toward individually and as a community, “You too are enough”. 

But farther still, here it is where Jesus becomes fully imminent, fully present for us.

Jesus the man

This is where we see the humanness of Jesus. On the mountain, Jesus comes to his distracted and fearful disciples in an
incredible gesture of tenderness. He reaches out and actually “touches” them. Just as he touched those with diseases
(Matt 8:3, 15) and the dead (Matt 9:25) he now touches the disciples and commands them to literally “be raised”. What
a wonderful image, to be “raised up” into new life in Christ.

This is the way that God comes into the world: not simply the brilliant cloud of mystery, not only the voice thundering
from heaven, but also a human hand laid gently on our shoulder and the words, “Do not be afraid.” 

The measureless power that made the heavens and the earth concentrates in a hand reaching out and touching us. 

This is the imminence of our God, right here and now; beside us and around us; between us and within us in all things. 

Conclusion
The moment of transfiguration is that point at which God says to the world and to each one of us through the divinity
and humanness of his Son, that there is nothing we can do to prepare for or stand in the way of joy or sorrow…
…but, we also cannot escape the light of God that sheds love, mercy, and hope into our darkest moments. We cannot
escape God, Immanuel is among us.  

God will find us in our homes and in our work-places. God will find us when our hearts are broken and when we discover
joy. 

God will find us when we run away from God and when are sitting in the middle of what seems like heaven, or hell. We
are not alone, we need not fear; God reaches out and touches us from within his promise of grace. 

If we listen carefully, we may hear these words too - I tell you get up, “be raised and do not be afraid.”  

Amen
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