
 

Sunday, February 23, 2020        The Rev. Beth Taylor 
Last Sunday after the Epiphany, St. John’s Episcopal, Royal Oak    The Transfiguration 

Matthew 17:1-9 - Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and his brother John and led them up a high 

mountain, by themselves. And he was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his clothes became 

dazzling white. Suddenly there appeared to them Moses and Elijah, talking with him. Then Peter said to Jesus, “Lord, it is 

good for us to be here; if you wish, I will make three dwellings here, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.” 

While he was still speaking, suddenly a bright cloud overshadowed them, and from the cloud a voice said, “This is my 

Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him!” When the disciples heard this, they fell to the ground and 

were overcome by fear. But Jesus came and touched them, saying, “Get up and do not be afraid.” And when they looked 

up, they saw no one except Jesus himself alone. 

My husband, Mark – half kidding and half not – said to me on New Years Day of this year, “If I have 
to buy my own plane ticket, and go by myself, - one way or another, this year, I am going to Colorado to hike a 
mountain. 14’er he calls them – 14,000 feet. He loves it up there. He craves it! The thin, cold air. The 
breathtaking panorama. The stillness, and quiet, that is unlike anything at lower altitudes.   

It’s actually not unusual to find any number of accounts in the Bible of people climbing mountains. 
Noah, Abraham and Isaac, Moses – in our Old Testament story today, at Mt. Sinai, Micah, Elijah, Isaiah, any 
number of the propehts. The most extraordinary, the most revealing, the most beautiful, and the most difficult 
things happen on mountains: Why? – because in the symbolic motif of Holy scripture, mountain tops are 
where you go to meet God.   

Today, Jesus – and Peter and James and John – climb a mountain - But in this story, sometimes called 
“The Transfiguration,” additional mystical things are going on. As Jesus and his disciples get to the top of this 
mountain, Jesus’ skin starts glowing, - “his face shone like the sun, and his clothes became dazzling white!” And 
then, the great prophets – who had lived centuries earlier than Jesus-  Moses and Elijah – are somehow 
miraculously standing right there with Jesus.  

It’s a very bizarre and bewildering scene. But here’s little context. If we were to look back just a few 
days earlier, we would see that Jesus has just finished delivering some shocking news to his disciples – that he 
is very shortly going to Jerusalem, where he will be killed. And then he will be raised from the dead! Can you 
imagine hearing this news? Trying to get your head around someone saying that to you? The disciples are 
understandably dazed and confused.  Three of them follow Jesus – where? - up to a mountain top –Why? To 
meet God. To pray. It must have been some prayer.  

“Mountaintop experience” or not - This story is loaded with symbolic imagery, and it’s so outside the realm 
of our everyday experience, that it’s really difficult to try to find in it any meaning for our own lives. What can this 
story possibly have to do with us?  

Except. Sometimes, - - we do get a momentary flash . . . a revealing. . . of the Holy.  When we long to meet 
God, to make sense of things in the confusion of our own lives, and miraculously - it comes to us like radiance. 
Some call it a miracle. Some call it – ‘clarity.’  

Sometimes we may sense a voice - maybe not an auditory voice,  - but a prompting perhaps, like the one 
that came to Peter and James and John in a “cloud,” (another recurring symbol in scripture, which is always a sign of 
confusion and chaos) – and it says something like:,  

‘You do not have to have words for what you just experienced. In fact,. . . you don’t have to have words for it at all. Just listen. 
– and receive this clarity. Listen.  

I’ve read this Transfiguration story many times in my life. But I heard something different at our Bible study 
this week.  In the midst of ALL the chaos in this story, listen to what God says - with clarity, “I am well pleased 
with my child.” In my beloved, I am well pleased.   

Of course, God is talking about Jesus in this story.  But here’s the thing - in other places in scripture, this 
phrase  ‘In my beloved I am well pleased’ is used- sometimes about the Hebrew people generally, sometimes about 
ordinary, yet extraordinary, beloved, anointed people, chosen for some unique purpose, some of them shepherds, 
others farmers, fisherman, prostitutes, prophets, widows, lepers, eunuchs, tax collectors. You hear the 
circumstances of the lives of these ordinary, yet chosen people enough times, and you start to see the pattern, the 
belovedness of all of us, each of us, God’s children.   



 

We throw this language – Children of God - around sometimes to the point that it becomes cliché, but let it 
sink in. God is pleased with you, God is delighted by you.  

Remember in Genesis – our foundational story – after God creates the heavens and the earth – the seas and 
skies, the plants and all the creatures – and calls them good, God marvelously and wonderfully creates US, “in OUR 
own image and likeness,” God says, and says that we are VERY VERY GOOD.  

“Listen!” , Peter and James and John, and all of you – God says, for what is being revealed to you. Receive it. 
And let it sink in. This is / These are /You are my beloved Child. So good! In whom I am well pleased.  

Strange story, but maybe it’s still too metaphorical for us. So let’s get even more real.  
In our lifetimes, we – all of us have mountain top experiences, dazzling experiences, and we all go 

through deep valleys, dark places. That’s part of life’s journey. But as your pastor, and just as a human being 
with life experience, I meet so many people in emotional and spiritual pain, who have been told, who have 
been taught to believe, or have somehow internalized, that they are not beloved, not ever enough, not worthy, 
not holy, not good. And I wondered aloud in our Bible Study – what would the world be like, if we had all 
heard and internalized and believed a different message? God’s message. If instead of focusing on behaviors 
or achievements or failures, - but just focusing on every child’s core being, what if every child, all children, 
were told, “You are SO VERY GOOD! I see your goodness! And in you I am WELL PLEASED” 

 One person in the group, Nicole, very confidently said, “I do.” I tell my daughter that all the time. 
The messages she receives, we all hear, from the world – societal ideals, constructs of beauty and success and 
intelligence, messages about what’s ‘normal,’ whatever that means,  the comparisons, and the endless judgements - 
are so loud. She said, I want my daughter to hear a different message from me. So I tell her all the time. “You 
are SO good. And I see your goodness.” 

 Maybe that is what that dazzling bright shining light and the voice of God on that mountaintop does 
have to say to us! Think about this: Jesus, the son of God, never uses his chosenness and belovedness as 
something to tout over others. In fact, he rarely talks about it. But neither does he deny his chosenness and his 
belovedness. He receives it as God’s blessing, and recognizes what it means for his life, and he acts in the 
world empowered by it. So why shouldn’t we?    

And on those miraculous, radiant occasions, when we do recognize our own belovedness, or see it in 
others, it does feel  like a mountaintop experience.  

Case in point: Oprah Winfrey recently interviewed Tracee Ellis Ross, the daughter of Diana Ross, and 
the actress, known to many for her role as Rainbow in the TV series “Blackish.” Oprah asked Tracee if she 
feels like she has lived in the shadow of her mother, or if she ever wondered if she would be able to step into 
her own light. Tracee answered, so generously, “I always felt like I lived in my mother’s embrace, not in her 
shadow.” (What a wonderful thing to be able to say about a person who raised you. Sadly, not everyone has 
that experience).  

Like many of us, though, Tracee did sometimes struggle with self-doubt and questions of identity and 
with cultural pressures. She remembers thinking “Do I think I have to ask permission to live my own life?” 
Tracee then vulnerably confesses, that like so many young girls in our society, she was taught to grow up 
dreaming of her wedding, and not her life, and of waiting to be chosen.  

And then it came to her. Clarity. Like a voice that spoke to her. It said, ‘I’ve been waiting to be chosen. 
But Here’s the thing – I’m the choser!’ What a completely different understanding of self. As a whole, 
cherished, complete person. Beloved.  For exactly who she was. And following the miracle of that clarity, she 
wrote in her journal what came to her.  

“My life is mine.” She said,  I say those words, my life is mine, and even now it takes my breath away. 
We don’t realize that the world is giving us a map that is not necessarily our own, that we can actually make 
choices for ourselves that are not just externally for ourselves but that actually match that very quiet voice 
inside our hearts, and that (clarity), she said, launched me honestly into the life that I am living right now.  

My life is mine. Your life is yours. Hear this. You are whole. Beloved. And so very good.  
Oh, that we would all receive and believe that radiant clarity. That we are marvelously, wonderfully 

made. In the image and likeness of God.  Beloved recipients of God’s original blessing.  
There are times in life when we forget this, times when we are lied to outright about it, or when the 

truth is obscured. But don’t let anyone convince you otherwise - You are beloved, so very good, and in you 
God is well pleased.  Amen.  


