
“A Glory that Transfigures” 
Mark 9:2-9--First Presbyterian Church of Lake Forest--February 14, 2021 

Rev. Clinton G. Roberts 
 

  On a bright, sunny morning Deb and I roared up the hair-raising switchbacks that climb the 
step flanks of Mt. Tabor in Galilee, the place long identified with “a high mountain apart” 
mentioned in the Story of Jesus’ Transfiguration.  Along with a group of thirty pastors from 
Indiana, we rode up the mountain in the back seats of ancient Mercedes Benz limousines driven 
with fearless abandon by Arab Israelis from nearby Nazareth.  It was a memorable journey. At 
the summit, a beautiful church in the Florentine style welcomed us, surrounded by gardens 
filled with roses.  The view was spectacular.  To the East, the land rolled gently down to the 
shores of the sapphire Sea of Galilee, dotted with vineyards, Bougainvillea, palms and groves of 
Eucalyptus.  Across the sparkling waters, the Golan Heights rose up like a wall, beyond which lay 
the vastness of the Arabian Desert.  To the West, Mt. Carmel stood high above the pass of 
Megiddo, the site of Elijah’s victory over the priests of Baal in the 9th century BC.  And on the 
very edge of sight, a whisper of the endless, wine-dark waves of the Mediterranean. 

  Looking down from that summit over the sweep of land below, I realized that our view 
captured the great majority of Jesus’ Galilean ministry.  This is significant, because after his 
Transfiguration, that was about to change.  Six days earlier, on the road to Caesarea Philippi, 
Jesus had asked his disciples, “Who do you say that I am?”  And Peter answered him, “You are 
the Messiah.”  Peter made the giant step of faith in that critical moment by believing that Jesus 
was indeed the Lord’s Anointed, the Christ, the Holy One of God.  Then—and only then---did 
Jesus share with them the First Prediction of his Passion: his rejection, suffering and death at 
the hands of the elders, the chief priests and scribes in Jerusalem, and after three days—his 
rising from the dead.  It was as if he was saying to them, “Now that you really know who I am, I 
will tell you what I now must do.”  And they were appalled.  Peter strove to dissuade him, but 
Jesus rejected the temptation implicit in that, and turning to the crowds that had gathered 
from the nearby villages, he said, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny 
themselves and take up their cross and follow me.  For those who want to save their life will 
lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the Gospel, will save it.”  
This, you see, was the turning point in Jesus’ ministry—and in his teaching to his disciples.  
From now on, the coming events in Jerusalem would drive his decisions and accelerate his 
travel.  But first—a time away.  We see Jesus again seeking the Father’s will in prayer as he 
takes his closest followers with him up “a high mountain apart.”  Whether that mountain was 
Mt. Tabor in Galilee or Mt. Hermon in Lebanon is less important than what transpires there.  As 
night is falling, according to Luke’s version of events, Jesus begins to pray while the three 
fishermen are dozing off.  Sound familiar?  This would happen again in the Garden of 
Gethsemane.  And as he prayed, no doubt pouring his whole heart and soul into this act, we are 
told that his appearance “changed.”  In our text from Mark, we are told that Jesus was 
“transfigured” before them.  The word used is literally, “metamorphosed.”  We tend to use that 
word to describe the change from a chrysalis to a butterfly, but here, the sense of the meaning 
is more like a revelation: a revealing of Jesus’ true nature, veiled by his commonplace body and 



clothes.  Now, something more is happening…in this mystical moment, this mountaintop 
experience—in this prayer and communion with God.  The three sleepy disciples begin to “see” 
their teacher from the inside out: his face is shining now with heavenly light.  And his clothes 
have turned dazzling white.  The light isn’t shining down on Jesus.  No, in that inexpressible 
moment, Jesus is the Light.  I am reminded of a scene from the movie, “The Lord of the Rings” 
where Gandalf, a Christ-figure who has returned from death to aid the people of Middle Earth 
in their struggle against Sauron, is momentarily revealed to his followers as a figure of blinding 
light.  In the Gospels, we discover that within that Light there are two others: Moses the 
Lawgiver and Elijah the Prophet.  We are meant to understand through this encounter the 
fulfillment of the Law and the Prophets in Jesus himself.  “Do not think that I have come to 
abolish the law or the prophets,” he said earlier in his ministry, “I have come not to abolish but 
to fulfill” (Mt. 5).  Now we’re seeing that literally take place on this mountain, as Moses and 
Elijah discuss Jesus’ “exodus,” his coming departure in Jerusalem—and his imminent crucifixion 
and death. 

  One of the most powerful elements of this story for me is that Moses and Elijah, who left this 
world centuries earlier, are not dead, but very much alive.  And they are recognizable for being 
the same individuals they once were on earth.  How did the disciples recognize them?  Did 
Jesus tell them, or, as John Calvin archly commented, if God could bring Moses and Elijah to the 
mountain, couldn’t God reveal to the disciples exactly who they were? Point taken. 

  Weeks later in Jerusalem, the Sadducees, who did not believe in a life after death, were asking 
Jesus a trick question about a woman who married seven brothers in succession before dying 
herself.  “Now that she’s in heaven—whose wife would she be?”  “You don’t know your own 
scriptures,” replied Jesus, “nor the power of God…as for the dead being raised, don’t you 
remember the story of the Burning Bush, how God said to Moses, ‘I am the God of Abraham, 
the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’?  He is God not of the dead but of the living.”  There’s a 
lot going on, on this mountaintop, you see.  It’s “a thin place,” as the Celts like to put it: a place 
where heaven stoops close to the earth, and life is transfigured, and we get changed.  We don’t 
see things quite like we used to.  We begin to see into the heart and soul of things—of others, 
and of ourselves.  That’s what “mountaintop experiences” are meant to be about—and you 
don’t actually need to climb a mountain to have one (although it helps!). 

  When I was a boy of eleven, I spent the better part of July hiking the Appalachian Trail from 
Front Royal, VA to the border of North Carolina with my best friend Marc Boyer and his father.  
Upon reaching the gap made by the River James, we descended to the town of Pearisburg to 
cross the bridge over the river.  We had eaten nothing but freeze-dried food for weeks.  Mr.  
Boyer gave us permission to pick out anything we wanted from the local A&P, the with stern 
warning that whatever we selected—we had to immediately carry up 2000 feet to a place 
called Angel’s Rest, all the while balancing as much water as our little Mess-kit pots would carry 
without spilling a drop, as there was no water to be had up there.  Mr. Boyer bought six ears of 
corn in the husk, Marc carried the steaks, and me?  Well, I picked out the largest can of Chef 
Boyardee Ravioli that I could wrestle off the shelf.  The climb up to Angel’s Rest was tough—
that big can got heavy!  But the result was spectacular.  On the last night of our long, long 
journey, Mr. Boyer made a bed of hot coals on which we warmed my Ravioli and threw down 



the soaked corn and the meat.  It was a feast of Biblical proportion!  Afterward, as we lay on 
our backs under the starlight, watching the lights twinkle below, Marc told me the story of his 
birth: how his mother became pregnant with him at age sixty, and while giving birth, there 
were problems. Her heart stopped beating--for more than five minutes.  She was clinically 
dead.  But the doctors were able to resuscitate her.  Marc told me what his mother 
remembered: how she entered a place of light and of peace; how she encountered the Lord 
standing beside a fence-gate that led into a meadow; how he asked without words if she was 
ready to go with him, and she answered, “Not yet, Lord.  My child needs me.”  The next thing 
she remembered was waking up on the operating table.  “I guess that makes me pretty 
special,” murmured my friend.  And I agreed.  Completely.  The next morning, we came down 
from Angel’s Rest and drove all the way back to Swarthmore, back to life as usual.  But I never 
looked at things quite the same way again. 

  When the disciples saw their teacher transfigured, conversing with Moses and Elijah, they 
were filled with terror and joy alike.  Peter blurted out, “Rabbi!  It’s so good that we are here!  
We’ll build three tents for you!”  He must have wanted that moment to last forever, but just 
then, a cloud overshadowed them, a cloud that covered the glory of God.  And a Voice was 
heard—the same Voice that spoke at Jesus’ baptism: “This is my Beloved Son.  Listen to him!”  
What was the purpose of Jesus’ Transfiguration?  I think it was for this purpose:  that his 
followers might know him for who he truly was—the Son of the Living God—and by extension, 
we also—that we might indeed listen. Many years after Jesus’ death and resurrection, the 
community gathered around Peter would listen to his testimony: “For we were all eye-
witnesses of his majesty,” the text states, “…when that voice was conveyed to him by the 
Majestic Glory, saying, ‘this is my Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.’ We ourselves heard 
this voice come from heaven, when we were with him on the holy mountain” (2 Pet. 1:16-18). 

  There’s a song called “Coney Island” written by Van Morrison, describing a perfect Sunday in 
Ireland with his sweetheart.  After packing up mussels and herrings and the Sunday papers, 
they drive over the hill to Ardglass, beyond which lies the Sea.  Morrison writes: 

  I look at the side of your face as the sunlight comes 

  Streaming through the window in the autumn sunshine 

  And all the time going to Coney Island I’m thinking, 

  Wouldn’t it be great if it were like this all the time. 

Wouldn’t it be great.  Mountaintop experiences come in all shapes and sizes:  a perfect day; the 
moment you confess your love for someone; your wedding day; the birth of your child; a 
crowning achievement; the holy passing of someone who loves you without end…  They all 
share one thing in common: they cannot last forever.  You cannot live your life on the 
mountaintop.  You have to come down.  Or as Jesus put it, you have to “take up your cross” and 
follow. 



  When the disciples found the courage to look up after hearing the Voice of God, the light, the 
cloud and the heavenly visitors were gone.  They saw only Jesus, their rabbi, looking exactly 
like—himself.  The next day, they came down from the mountain, down to where another 
father was speaking about his own beloved son: a son suffering from a spirit of epilepsy.  And 
the Son of God poured out himself again in the cause of self-giving, self-emptying love.  He 
healed that boy—and his father’s disbelief as well. 

Conclusion 

  Mountaintop experiences are by their very nature mystical events of such magnitude, they 
“come trailing clouds of glory with them,” as William Wordsworth described our childhood in 
his poem “Intimations of Immortality.”  “At length the Man perceives it die away,” he writes, 
“and fade into the light of common day.” 

  That’s where we all must live our lives, isn’t it?  In the light of common day.  Yet within these 
sinful hearts of ours, when they are touched by the grace of this man who died for us, and rose 
for us, and lives with us now and forever—within our own hearts there can shine the same light 
that once shone from the face of Jesus.  It is the light of heaven.  It is the light of steadfast, 
undying love.  It’s “a glory that transfigures” us, as Julia Ward Howe knew well.  We might all be 
“clay vessels,” as Paul says in 2 Corinthians, which is to say we are sinful, and fragile, and 
mortal--and full of cracks!  But that’s how the light gets out…  And thank God--we’re all 
crackpots here.  The God who said, “Let there be light” has now shone that light into us that 
once shone from the face of Jesus—which makes each of us truly “the light of the world.”   

  John the Evangelist said to the church, “We’re all God’s children now.  What we’re becoming 
has not yet been revealed.  What we know is this: when Christ is revealed, we will be like him, 
for we will see him as he is” (1 John 3:2). 

Which is why I’m saying to all of you now on St. Valentine’s Day and on this Transfiguration 
Sunday:  love one another. Let your light shine! 

 

AMEN. 

   


