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Exodus 24:12-18; Psalm 99; 2 Peter 1:16-21; Matthew 17:1-9  

 A few nights ago, our family attended the annual POPs show at Denver School 

of the Arts. In recent past years, three of us have been in the audience while George 

was on stage, but this time, since he’s graduated and is spending a year with us at 

home before college, all four of us were in the audience together. I could get used to 

that. 

 Every year, there is something that captures my heart in the show. I loved so 

many of the numbers this year. The theme was grammy winning songs through the 

decades. There was Black Velvet, Elvis style (which nearly had me up out of my seat, 

dancing. A grateful family was thankful that did not happen.) There was Taylor 

Swift’s Mean. There was Up Up and Away.  But the one that had me over a barrel 

was Roberta Flack’s grammy winner, The First Time Ever I Saw Your Face. 

 Isabella, the young woman who sang it, absolutely captured the soul of that 

song. Everything else faded away as she sang,  

The first time ever I saw your face, I thought the sun rose in your eyes. And the moon 

and the stars were the gifts you gave to the dark and the endless skies, my love. To the 

dark and the endless skies. 

And the first time ever I kissed your lips I felt the earth move in my hand. Like the 

trembling heart of a captive bird that was there at my command, my love, that was 

there at my command, my love. 

And the first time ever I lay with you, I felt your heart so close to mine. And I knew our 

joy would fill the earth, and last till the end of time, my love. And it would last till the 

end of time, my love 

The first time ever I saw your face, Your face, Your face, Your face. 

 It is the face of Jesus that is our concern on this Feast of the Transfiguration. 

 

 Peter and James and John climbed a mountain with Jesus, step after step they 

went. Below were the people they had fed, Jesus had healed, argued with, and 

taught. Doubtless they were weary, physically exhausted, mentally drained, and 
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emotionally and spiritually overwhelmed. And so they would be again. 

 

 But for these early morning hours, they were away from all of it, hiking up 

the side of a mountain with Jesus, not having the slightest notion what lay ahead of 

them on this silent trek. 

 

 I daresay none of them could tell you the moment it happened. I wonder if 

each thought to say something to the other and then fell silent, fearing he was the 

only one seeing it. Until, Peter, in true form, broke the silence with abrasive 

practicality. Like the person who cannot quite let moments of sheer majesty alone, 

but must burst the luminous mystery with pedantic realism. The Peters of this 

world seem ever present in times of mystery, ever ready to put an abrupt halt to 

something utterly beyond the ordinary. 

 

 But before Peter broke into the silence, all three of them saw it. Jesus’ face, 

dazzling. As if for the first time, they saw him. Different. Dazzling. Like the sun rose 

in his eyes. 

 

 This is a curious story. At first blush, it seems oddly out of place—fanciful, 

almost magical—and stuck right in between two hard, harsh gospel stories—the call 

to the cross and the healing of an epileptic.  Do you ever wonder why the gospeler 

placed it there, smack in the middle of Jesus’ hard, messy ministry? 

 

 Before they climbed the mountain, Jesus had told his friends that they would 

have to take up a cross to follow him.  In today’s terms, Jesus told them to expect the 

gas chamber or the electric chair at the end of their lives. 

 

 And on the other side of this gospel, down the mountain, an epileptic and an 

unruly crowd awaits them in the village, clamoring for attention, healing, and hope. 

 

 These men are bombarded with demands—demands to heal, to teach, to 

feed. Their days with Jesus were often gritty, overwhelming, challenging, and filled 

with the sadness of other people’s burdens. They were bombarded, indeed. 

 

Not unlike us.  

 

 I wonder, in the face of all the burdens of other people’s demands, I wonder 

at the transfiguration. The fact it exists in scripture is such a gift. 

 

 Because right in the middle of the grey clouds comes this blinding shaft of 
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light, emanating not from some distant realm, but from the face right in front of 

them. It’s an all-of-a-sudden moment. Time collapses. Moses and Elijah appear. 

Jesus’ essence overpowers them, unrestrained. The fullness of his glory apprehends 

them.  

 

 Of course, Peter’s impulse was to preserve it. Who wouldn’t want to? 

 

 And I don’t think Jesus’ answer was about not preserving it. Rather, it was 

about understanding how to keep it and why they needed to keep this moment. 

Remember what he does? He touches them. Then, he says, “Get up and do not be 

afraid.” 

 

 That’s the heart of this gospel. This moment on the top of this mountain 

among Jesus, Peter, James and John was for one thing: courage.  

 

 Jesus’ beloved friends beheld the face of God in him as if for the very first 

time. It shot through them shining like shook foil.   

 

 In his poem, God’s Grandeur, poet Gerard Manley Hopkins uses these words 

to speak of such moments: 

 

The world is charged with the grandeur of God.  It will flame out, like shining from 

shook foil;    It gathers to a greatness, like the ooze of oil Crushed. Why do men then 

now not reck his rod? Generations have trod, have trod, have trod;    And all is seared 

with trade; bleared, smeared with toil;    And wears man's smudge and shares man's 

smell: the soil Is bare now, nor can foot feel, being shod.  And for all this, nature is 

never spent;    There lives the dearest freshness deep down things; And though the last 

lights off the black West went    Oh, morning, at the brown brink eastward, springs--

 Because the Holy Ghost over the bent    World broods with warm breast and with ah! 

bright wings. 

 The Holy Ghost over the bent world broods with warm breast and ah! bright 

wings. I wonder if this poem resided somewhere in Roberta Flack’s soul when she 

wrote…the first time ever I kissed your lips I felt the earth move in my hand. Like the 

trembling heart of a captive bird that was there at my command, my love. 

 Life is hard. It is filled with crosses to bear, epileptics crying out for cure, a 

lost and hungry world. And most of our lives we wake up and trod and trod, seared 

with trade, bleared, smeared with toil as Hopkins says. We need courage for the 
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living of these days. For they are, indeed, hard. 

 But right in the middle of all our trials, like a bird landing softly on a soiled 

park bench, God’s face appears, dazzling, transfiguring us when we behold that face 

as if for the very first time. You know this. 

 You know transfiguration. It comes when you are weary and beaten down, 

climbing another mountain for God knows what reason, still lingering over the 

harsh realities below you. And then something happens.  And just for a moment, the 

clouds break, a shaft of light that could blind you emanates from God right there, a 

breath away, just in front of you in someone’s face. And for that moment, you are 

filled with light and hope and wisdom. All your dreams, past, present, and future are 

realized in that one moment. And you are bold and strong and lovely.  And you don’t 

want it to leave you, ever. In fact, you want to force it to stay. 

 But that’s not what happens. The moment passes, and before you know it, 

someone or some demand is back in your face like the epileptic begging your 

attention, your energy, your life. 

 Here’s the thing: just after that moment of hope and light, God did something 

that you likely didn’t notice. God touched you. I mean truly deeply touched you and 

made you brave. God whispered, “get up and do not be afraid.”  And by the whisper 

of God lodged in your soul, you can now face the clamor of the epileptic, the 

overwhelming demands God places before you on the other side of the mount of 

transfiguration. 

 This is the blessed gift of transfiguration.  And it happens not once but again 

and again when we walk with God. In the soiled demands of this world, he turns to 

us, in the face of a beloved or an enemy or a stranger. And suddenly, it is once again 

the first time ever we see his face.  

 And we think the sun rises in those eyes. And we know, once more, that we 

have a love that will last forever. And once more, we are not afraid, but brave, and 

strong, and lovely. 

 Just when the light is nearly gone, it comes, the dazzling face of God. And with 

it, the unnoticed whisper, “Get up. Do not be afraid.” 

 This is the way it is between God and us. Always, beneath the smeared soil, 

lives the dearest freshness deep down things. And they make us strong and brave. 

 And we are enraptured once more with the face of God. 

 The first time ever I saw your face. Your face. Your face. Your face. 
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AMEN. 

 

 


