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“If you're planning a trip to a faraway country,”  

Ted Wardlaw has written, 
  “you go to language school to learn to speak the language –  

--in order to negotiate your way around; 
--to get directions,  
--or order from a menu. 

 
You may even spend a session trying on the clothing,  

or sampling the cuisine of that country.  
In language school you learn to speak the language,  

     to wear the costumes,  
to taste the food of the land… 

…which is precisely what we do on Sunday morning.  
 
We go to church -- more or less entitled,  

more or less successful here in the middle of time,  
more or less people of privilege – 

--to try our hand at a strange language.  
 
It's the language of liberation, and we're still getting the hang of it.  
We don't speak it near as well as we could,  

but we come here to practice that language;  
and, as we do so, the time we live in now  

gets overthrown by the time we will live in someday.”1 
 

That is never more true…than facing  
 the Transfiguration of Jesus. 

 
* * * * * * * * * *  

 
“Listen to him.” 
“Get up.” 
“Do not be afraid.” 
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If there were ever three words of instruction, command, and promise  
for a world like ours – they are here in Mathew’s Gospel.2 

 
Even so…this is such a STRANGE text! 

 
My confession:  I’ve always tried to schedule a choir or children’s program 
     when this text comes up each year 
        so I don’t have to preach on it. 
 
Did you hear the strangeness of this text?  
 Jesus takes his three favorite followers up a mountain. 
 Two figures, who are on the Mt Rushmore of the Old Testament,  
         appear out of nowhere. 
 The clear sky becomes suddenly full of clouds. 
 A loud voice from heaven speaks to the assembled. 
 And Jesus begins to glow… 
   …kind of like Homer Simpson  
     after staying too long at the nuclear plant.  
 
This strange transfiguration text is about the future.   
      And not just any future—God’s future. 

And it’s about fear.   
     Not just any fear—OUR fear. 
 
FEAR and FUTURE often co-exist in our lives, 
   as they do in this mysterious account. 
 

“Mystery,” said the writer Flannery O’ Connor,  
“is a great embarrassment to the modern mind.”3 

 
The thing about embarrassment…and MYSTERY… 
     …is that new things can come in 
         to our closed world –  
      --and transform it, 
       or should we say TRANSFIGURE it… 
 
The transfiguration account is the TURNING POINT of the Gospel. 
  Jesus has been feeding and healing and teaching 
       and casting out demons— 
     proclaiming “The Kingdom of God is at hand.” 
 
But from the disciples view, there was little evidence that  
     the Kingdom of God was making much progress. 
 
What they saw was religious officials objecting, 
    the powers-that-be getting angry, 
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    and Jesus walking right into the middle of it. 
 
Now—Jesus is turning his face toward Jerusalem 
      and his ultimate confrontation… 
  …and it’s time for the disciples to get involved and engaged. 
     
Jesus knew his destination, 
 and he knew what would be required of the disciples— 
  --and THIS is the way he chose  
    to EQUIP them for the hard, hard work  
    of being the Body of Christ 
    and making manifest the Kingdom of God 
        in a world of need and injustice. 
THIS was the moment—this mysterious experience 
  was what Jesus used to prepare them for ALL of it… 
        …including his own death. 
 

* * * * * * * * * * 
 
And what are the instructions at Jesus’ Transfiguration:     

“Listen to him.” 
“Get up.” 
“Do not be afraid.” 

 
As Lutheran seminary president David Lose said this week: 
 

“Confusing events,  
divisive rhetoric,  
increased tension,  
and an unclear picture of the future.  

Some dread what is happening;  
some find it exciting.  

ALL sense the importance of this moment.”4  
 
This text arrives – just in time for us— 

drawing us back to these three words  
of instruction, command, and promise. 

 
 “Listen to Jesus.”  
 
This story is so…strange…we usually think it is our job to figure out 
       what it MEANS. 
        To EXPLAIN it. 

What if, instead, we simply RECEIVED it. 
 
Garrett Keizer, a minister in Vermont, 



 4 

                        tells of conducting a Saturday night Easter Vigil service 
                                                                                    in his little church.  
Only two people, besides Keizer, have shown up for the service. 
Keizer lights the Easter candle and says the prayer. 
                        “The candle sputters in the half-darkness,” he writes, 
                                    “like a voice too embarrassed or overwhelmed 
                                                            to proclaim the news: Christ is risen.” 
  
“But it catches fire, and there we are—three people and a flickering light— 
                        --in an old church on a Saturday evening in the spring, 
                                                with the noise of the cars outside. 
                        The moment is filled with ambiguities of all such  
                                                quiet observances among few people 
                                                            in the midst of an oblivious population 
                                                                                                in a radically secular age.”5 
  
But THEN, one of the three, a woman who has survived two rounds of chemo 

steps forward and lights her candle from the Easter candle 
                                                                and she says…louder than it  needs to be  

for that small circle…”ALLELUIA!” 
  
And the other man in the group, 
                                    clutching his one year sobriety chip, 
                                                lights his candle, and proclaims even louder: 
                                                                                               “Christ is Risen, indeed!” 
 
With ALL the noise in our world, 
  what if we ceased trying to figure everything out, 
       getting everything just right, 
       trying to sort ALL the voices –  
    --and instead received God’s Easter promise? 
 
Take an inventory of ALL the words you are listening to today, 
    ALL the hot-button issues we can dive into… 
        …instead of “Christ is Risen.” 
 
I think we can mostly agree that the best way to understand God— 

is to look to Jesus and listen to him.  
To pay attention to what Jesus says and does,  

to whom he reaches out,  
to those he gives attention and help.  

 
A colleague of mine recounts: 
 “I remember my first evening as a hospital chaplain  

when I was in seminary.   
I was a NERVOUS WRECK. 
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 I hadn’t been in hospitals much before,  

and at 23 years old was NOT accustomed  
to seeing people in a health crisis. 

 
 My starting assignment was the critical care unit.   

I introduced myself to the family seated around bed number one.  There was a father, 
mother, some children— 

--grandma was in the bed, and she wasn’t doing well. 
 
 I asked what was the matter with grandma…they told me. 
 I asked what the prognosis was for grandma…they didn’t know. 
 I asked if they minded my being there….they didn’t mind. 
  

And after those three questions,  
I couldn’t think of anything more to ask. 

 
 My anxiety started getting higher, and my heart started racing,  

and I started thinking WHAT DO I DO NOW??? 
 

It must have been obvious, because the father said,  
“So…are you in chaplain training?” 

 
 And to THAT question I responded  

with a fifteen minute soliloquy about my life, my interests— 
--all this nervous chatter to FILL THE AIR,  

directed at a family that I’d never met before… 
 
“Later, with my supervisor, I easily enough identified  
    what I should NOT do again…but was still puzzled 

what I should have said and done. 
 
 “You look for Jesus in the room,” she said. 
  “If he’s there, point out Jesus. 
   If Jesus doesn’t seem to be there – bring him in.”6 
 
At the Transfiguration, 
 God’s voice said: “This is my Beloved Son, LISTEN to him.” 
 

* * * * * * * * * *  
 
Second, the command: “Get up.”  

Except it’s NOT just “get up,”  
as the Greek verb Matthew uses here is the SAME one 

 the angels declare to the women at the empty tomb:  
  “He is not here; he has been raised!”  
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So really, it’s “be raised up.”  
Or even, “be resurrected.”  
 
We are not called just to “manage” the change we experience 
We are not asked to “come to terms” with our life with God. 
 
 We are called to GET UP – to be RAISED UP – in EVERY season of life— 
     --and to show forth God’s love and hope. 
I realize that this may feel like one more thing you can’t manage.  

But in scripture,  
God’s commands also carry power to fulfill the command. 

 
God is in the business of raising people up, 
   sometimes in the most unlikely ways. 
   Sometimes…through us… 
 
One of my favorite writers, 

Presbyterian minister Fred Buechner  
has written about his daughter’s battle with anorexia 
       many years ago… 

 
Like any parent, Buechner wanted to fix the situation.   

He wanted to give the gift of health and wholeness and happiness  
to his daughter.   

But all the love Buechner could muster would NOT do the trick. 
 
During that dark time, he received a phone call from a friend,   

Lou Patrick, who lived 800 miles away.   
When Buechner picked up the phone and heard Lou’s voice,  

he assumed that Lou was calling from home,  
wondering how he was doing. 

 
 NO:  he was calling from an inn about 20 minutes away,  

and the reason he didn’t tell Fred he was coming  
is he knew he’d say no, don’t go to the trouble… 

 
 Lou just up and went.   

800 miles.   
Didn’t even know if his friend Fred would be home. 

 
“I have never forgotten how he came all that distance just for that…”  
     Buechner writes,  
 
 “…although as far as I can remember  

we never so much as mentioned the name of Christ,  
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Christ was as much in the air we breathed  
those few days as…the dappled light  

of the woods we walked through.   
 “I believe that for a little time we touched 

 the hem of Christ’s garment…”7 
  

For a little time, Fred was able to GET UP. 
 More than that—he was RAISED UP, 
   by the power of God working through a friend. 
  

* * * * * * * * * *  
 
Third, the promise: “Do not be afraid.”  
 
This is the hallmark of the Gospel—words we ALWAYS need to hear, 

so we can act in faith and trust. 
 
Reasons for FEAR abound and they can be different for each of us: 

The threat of terrorism,  
the prospect of job loss,  
the potential to betray our national identity and values,  
the fading possibility of a better future for our children,  
deportation, 
lack of security, 
the consequences of being on the front line as a first responder, 
the consequence of what can happen because of your skin color, 
dread illness,  
unexpected death— 

--the list goes on.  
 
To ALL these different fears, the Gospel reply is the same:  

Because God is God of the past, present, and future, 
 we need NOT fear.  

 
This is not the same as saying that we will have no problems,  
or that we will avoid all harm and hardship.  

Rather, it is recognizing that when we TRUST God 
 for our individual and communal good  
and believe God is with us always--we need not fear.  

We all grow afraid at times.  
The gift of this command is to recognize that  

God did NOT create us for death but for resurrection. 
 
German pastor and theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
    struggled against Hitler, 
    was imprisoned by the Nazis,  
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so his life was constantly shifting  
from hope to despair and back again. 

 
In prison at the end of 1942, he wrote to friends and family: 
 
“The joy of God goes through  
  the poverty of the manger  
  and the agony of the cross;  
   that is why it is invincible, irrefutable.  
 
The joy of God does not deny the anguish,  
  when it is there,  
  but finds God in the midst of it,  
  in fact precisely there;  

it does not deny grave sin,  
 but finds forgiveness precisely in this way;  
it looks death straight in the eye,  
 but it finds life precisely within it.” 

 
A year later, he found himself awaiting trial  

in Berlin’s Texel military prison— 
 

--still hoping he might be released from prison,  
        but it was not to be.  

 
Though he would be shifted to other concentration camps  

on the way to his eventual execution in April of 1945,  
Bonhoeffer would never escape Nazi grasp.  

 
As he came to terms with his fate, Bonhoeffer wrote to his friends  

sharing with them how he managed to keep his faith  
from behind prison bars.  

 
He found comfort, he told them, in a few simple things:   

The hymns of his faith and ESPECIALLY the daily reading  
of the Scriptures, especially passages  

   that told stories of God’s faithfulness, 
 
Bonhoeffer remembered all that God had done,  
 through the stories of the faith and acknowledged  

all that God was doing, even behind his prison's walls. 
 
Through it all, he lived by the Gospel light: 
 God did NOT create us for death but for resurrection. 
 

* * * * * * * * * *  
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Listen.  
Be raised up.  
Do not fear.  
 
These words are said about and by our Lord  

as he refuses to linger on the mountain top  
but comes back down again into the realities of the world— 
    --and our life –  

  as he makes his way to Jerusalem.  
There he will be tried,  

condemned, and crucified,  
for the world has no place 

 for the encouragement and hope he offers.  
 
But the story does not end with only the courage 

 of one man defying the world. 
 It continues with the promise that God raised this One from the dead  

so that all of us might have hope 
 that there is MORE to this life than we can see… 

 
… that God will be with us every step of our way,  

and that love and life are stronger than hate and death.8 
 

* * * * * * * * * *  
 
Listen to Jesus. 
Be raised  up. 
Do not be afraid. 
 
   “Christ is Risen, indeed!” 
 

Amen. 
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