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Sermon for the Last Sunday after the Epiphany, February 26, 2017 
Solemn Mass 
By the Reverend Stephen Gerth 
Year A: Exodus 24:12, 15–18; Psalm 99; Philippians 3:7–14; Matthew 17:1–9 

 
Our appointed gospel lesson begins with the words, 
“And after six days Jesus took with him Peter and 
James and John his brother, and led them up a high 
mountain apart.” But this story really begins a week 
earlier in Matthew, when Jesus asked his disciples, 
“Who do men and women say that I am?”1 And the 
story doesn’t end when Jesus and the three disciples 
come down the mountain. What happens next, the 
healing of an epileptic boy, is very much a part of the 
story that begins, again, with Jesus’ question to his 
disciples, “Who do men and women say that I am?” 
 
In Mark, Peter replied to the question, “You are the 
Anointed One,”2 in Luke, “The Anointed One of 
God.”3 Jesus then tells all of the disciples, in both of 
these gospels, not to share what they know with any 
one.4 Then Jesus goes on to speak for the first time of 
his death and resurrection.5 But in Matthew, before 

                            
1 Matthew 16:13. My translation unless otherwise indicated. 
2 Mark 8:29. 
3 Luke 9:20. 
4 Mark 8:30; Luke 9:21. 
5 Matthew 16:21–23. Revised Standard Version (RSV). 
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the words about his passion, there is dialogue between 
Simon and Jesus. 
 
When Simon replied, “You are the Son of the living 
God,” Jesus said to him, “Flesh and blood has not 
revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven.”6 
Jesus then called Simon, “Cephas” in Greek (“Petrus 
in Latin, Rock” in English).7 Simon probably liked 
that, but he did not like Jesus’ words about being 
killed and raised. He said to Jesus, “This shall never 
happen to you.” Jesus replied, “Get behind me, 
Satan!”8 And then to all of the disciples Jesus said, “If 
any one would come after me . . . let him or her take 
up his or her own cross and follow me.”9 Then Jesus 
says, “There are some standing here who will not taste 
death before they see the Son of man”—Son of 
humankind—humanity—“coming inside his sovereign 
power.”10 (“Son” is a masculine noun in the Greek; 
“man” here is “human.”) 
 

                            
6 Matthew 16:17. RSV. 
7 Matthew 16:18. 
8 Matthew 16:23. RSV 
9 Matthew 16:24. 
10 Matthew 16:28. 
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Saint Matthew’s narrative continues six days later, with 
Jesus taking three of his disciples, Peter, James, and 
John, to see his glory, our gospel lesson for today. 
 
Dr. Mark Davis in his Scripture blog “Left Behind and 
Loving It,” points to the connection between these 
two stories.11 And following his lead, I’m convinced 
that the next story is also part of the answer to Jesus’ 
question, “Who do men and women say that I am?” 
 
In Matthew, before the mountain, the Father revealed 
Jesus’ identity to Simon by his Holy Spirit. On the 
mountain, Simon, now Peter, along with James and 
John, hear the voice of the Father himself say that 
Jesus is his beloved Son. And they hear the Father’s 
command that they hear Jesus, not just listen, but hear 
and do what Jesus says to them.12 
 
Again, in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, Jesus told his 
disciples not to tell anyone that he was the Anointed 
One, the Son of the living God.13 As Jesus led Peter, 
James, and John down the mountain, he told them to 

                            
11 http://leftbehindandlovingit.blogspot.com/2014/02/transforming-vision.html, 
(Accessed 20 February 2017). 
12 See Matthew 17:5. 
13 See Matthew 16:20; Mark 8:30; Luke 9:21. 

http://leftbehindandlovingit.blogspot.com/2014/02/transforming-vision.html
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say nothing about what they had seen on the mountain 
“until the Son of humankind is raised from the 
dead.”14 
 
I’ve never thought of using the story of Jesus’ 
Transfiguration from Mark, Matthew, and Luke as a 
starting point for teaching the faith. But when 
combined with what comes immediately before the 
transfiguration (that question and Jesus’ first 
prediction of his death and resurrection), with what 
comes immediately after they get down from the 
mountain (in all three gospels, the story of Jesus 
healing an epileptic boy whom his disciples could not 
heal), it’s pretty easy to see why Jesus’ Transfiguration 
can be an opening for those who are really meeting the 
Anointed One for the first time. But, of course, it’s 
also very much a Scripture for those of us who are 
already on the journey with the Anointed One—the 
Christ. 
 
If you are looking for something read during Lent, I 
want to recommend a book I’ve mentioned before, 
the late Kenneth Stevenson’s Rooted in Detachment: 

                            
14 Matthew 17:9. RSV. 
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Living the Transfiguration.15 Stevenson was a liturgical 
scholar, an academic, and a parish priest before 
becoming bishop of Portsmouth, England. Much 
loved as pastor, much appreciated as a scholar, he 
wrote his book on the Transfiguration in 2007, the 
year after he was diagnosed with leukemia. He died in 
2011. 
 
When I was in seminary, though we did now know it 
at the time, New Testament scholarship was moving 
definitively away from the idea that the 
Transfiguration was a post-Resurrection appearance 
that had migrated to an earlier point in the narrative in 
its retelling.16 Instead, it really is an encounter of the 
disciples of the Son of God with the word of God the 
Father—an encounter with the Divine, a glimpse of 
the Majesty of Eternity. 
 
Stevenson remarks in his closing reflections in his 
book that the Transfiguration “baptizes incipient 
faith,”17 incipient—faith that is beginning. 
Transfiguration can describe whatever encounter we 
                            
15 Kenneth W. Stevenson, Rooted in Detachment: Living the Transfiguration (London: 
Darton, Longman, & Todd, 2007). 
16 Raymond E. Brown, An Introduction to the New Testament (New York: Doubleday, 
1997), 139, n. 32. 
17 Ibid., 149. 
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have with God that became a starting point for the 
journey in life you and I have as Christian individuals 
and as members of Christ’s body, connected, but 
unconnected, one, but many, in light and in darkness, 
in forgiveness and in sin. Another question we might 
ask is, “Why do you and I trust God?” in the midst of 
so many things we cannot understand. I think the 
answer, in part, is whatever encounter we may have 
had with the Anointed One. 
 
Many years ago now at a workshop with the late 
Edwin Friedman, a rabbi and a family systems 
therapist, someone in the group asked a question that 
I do not remember, but I have remembered the 
answer. It was the only time I ever heard Ed respond 
in this way. He said something like, “This is the time 
you grab your Scripture, and go someplace alone. Just 
you and the word that your tradition has given you.” 
 
We can’t control when or how God will speak to us. 
But we can be open to the possibility of the next door, 
as it were, God will open for us. And we can trust, I  
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believe, that God will be with us up and down the 
mountains, as it were, of our lives. 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of  
    the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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