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“Dazzling and Bedazzled” 

 

 Jesus dazzles us today as we read the story of the transfiguration retold by Mark:  

last week he was headed off into the darkness of a new morning to pray by himself in 

the wilderness; this week he takes with him three of his disciples and treks up a 

mountain for a holy executive staff meeting with two other prominent faithful prophets 

– Moses and Elijah.  On top of that mountain Jesus is transfigured; his clothes turning a 

dazzling white.  I never know why Clorox hasn’t capitalized on this story yet…it seems 

like a great advertising campaign.  Verse 3 puts the challenge right out there, “and his 

clothes became dazzling white, such as no one on earth could bleach them.” 

 This story bookends our season of Epiphany and transitions us into Lent, which 

begins on Wednesday as our time of preparation for Holy Week and the Easter 

Resurrection.  With the celebration of the Light of the World coming in the baby Jesus – 

that we celebrated the first Sunday in January and then his baptism with the heavens 

breaking apart, we now have this mountain top experience with Jesus all aglow, the 

heavens once again speaking – repeating the affirmation at his baptism, “This is my 

Son, the Beloved,” but with a bit of parental Godly instruction added, “Listen to him!”  

Jesus’ divinity is solidified and consecrated up on this mountain, even as he leaves the 

experience looking the same as before, insisting that the disciples tell no one. 



2 
 

 We are being told of an experience of divine mystery:  Jesus dazzling, with 

powerhouse prophets from centuries earlier, a cloud, a voice from heaven – it’s an 

epiphany moment that the disciples struggle to comprehend and the writer of the Gospel 

has trouble portraying.  What does it even mean to be transfigured?  To have clothes 

whiter than the whitest white?  This doesn’t really make much sense to us as readers, 

because moments of divine mystery are hard to comprehend, difficult to express with 

words, and impossible to really capture.   

It takes me back to my first visit to the Grand Canyon as a young adult on a trip 

with my parents.  I wasn’t sure what the fuss was all about because you can see it in 

pictures: all the best pictures in the world from the best photographers, you can listen to 

people talk about its vastness and amazement, but then…being there and witnessing it 

yourself:  there’s nothing quite like the real experience.  You don’t really know until 

you’ve been there to see and feel and witness it for yourself.   

I taught the Confirmation class at my last church and during our lesson on God 

and the trinity I often quoted the phrase, “If you say you understand, it is not God you 

have understood.”  Perhaps this is indeed one of the biggest challenges for us a 

Christians – we are a curious, knowledge-seeking species; we spend billions to figure 

out what’s going on in outer space, people are vying to be the first humans to go to Mars 

even when their lives are at stake.  We spend time, energy, effort, entire lives 

discovering more about our world and the science behind it.  We want to know and we 

want things to make sense; we have a quest for knowledge and understanding.  But the 
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divine mystery we label with the word “God” always contains an element of unknowing 

– of being unknowable in full and not making much rational sense.   

 While the writer of Mark struggles to portray what is going on here up on that 

mountain, using strange words like transfigured and dazzling, it’s the disciples that 

perhaps give us the most sincere reference point in this situation.  They are terrified.  

Peter is babbling an anxious stream of consciousness.  Whatever it was that really took 

place, it induced a serious anxiety in the witnesses.  Now were I to experience the 

divine, I would paint a picture that was mainly filled with all good emotions to the 

extreme – a peace that passes understanding, a love that fills my body to overflowing, a 

grace that showers over me.  Uh-uh.  Not so.  God can’t be simplified as the experience 

of feeling good. 

These disciples are experiencing God first hand and they are terrified.  While 

there is something so tempting about basking in God’s mercy and grace, passages like 

this one this morning prevent us from limiting God to good feelings.  We live in a feel 

good culture where we expect life to be enjoyable; we expect to get what we want and 

we expect to get it when we want it.  But God’s reality on that mountain top points to 

something different; something deeper; something more mysterious; something beyond 

our hedonistic urges to feel good. 

Theologian Elizabeth A. Johnson studies, what she calls as the title of her latest 

book, “Quest for the Living God.”  She references the early 20th century Lutheran 

theologian and scholar Rudolf Otto who proclaims our experience of the Holy to be a 
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mystery at once awesome and attractive.  Our God is mysterious, beyond our 

comprehension, yet awesome and beyond our control, but grace-filled and loving in a 

way that pulls us in and keeps us wanting more.  About God’s mystery Johnson writes, 

“We cannot domesticate the power of the Holy.  This gives rise to a feeling of reverence 

akin to fear, an earth-shaking dread:  we are so small in the face of this majesty,” she 

says.  Along with the tremendous awesomeness, there is an attractive element of God 

that pulls us in and causes us to hunger for its presence.  “Experienced as love, mercy, 

and comfort, the Holy makes us blissful,” she writes.  “People hunger with an immense 

longing for this goodness, which give the Holy the power to entrance, entice, and lure 

our hearts.”   

God’s mystery is coupled with an awesome power and attraction.  The warm, 

grace-filled, loving aspects of God are just one aspect, that is always joined with 

mystery and an awesome power that goes beyond our good feelings.  Our culture tempts 

us to reduce God to just the parts of life we would boil down to good feelings; but our 

faith urges us to remember God’s mysteriousness as well as fear-inducing power. 

This experience of the divine on that mountaintop was an experience for Peter, 

James, and John.  There had been plenty of teaching: in synagogues, in Jesus’ 

preaching, in reading the scriptures, in hearing stories about the prophets.  But this was 

an experience of God rather than a teaching about him and a terrifying experience at 

that.  I don’t know why they were scared, I’m still back in the land of God being warm 

and fuzzy with rainbows and ice cream and teddy bears.  In all honesty, it’s hard for me 
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to know the fear, to truly get that part, but I know it’s important to keep that element of 

the story on the forefront.  It’s one of the many paradoxes of our faith that are not 

resolved, are never resolved, but keep us a little on edge and in awe of a God that is both 

known in Christ but never fully known; a God who judges but also abundantly forgives, 

a God who reigns as king in Jesus, yet dies a violent, criminal’s death.   

While mercy and grace and love and peace are certainly God-given gifts of our 

faith, we can’t ignore the terrified disciples and the cloud that covers the mountain.  

Yesterday the Presbytery of Philadelphia gathered here to talk about race.  The 

Southwest Regional Commission of the presbytery along with the Philadelphia chapter 

of the National Black Presbyterian Caucus hosted the director of our Washington 

Office, Rev. Dr. J. Herbert Nelson in a discussion titled,“Can We Talk?  Race and 

Christian Witness”.  Basically, the presbytery held a conversation about race yesterday 

morning here in our sanctuary.   

As I listened to the panelists, sitting here around our communion table, I thought 

about our transfiguration story here this morning.  I love that aspect of this space – for 

other churches these conversations and dialogues would have been held in the 

fellowship hall in the basement, but that panel was right here, in this sacred space, 

around this communion table, talking about race and the church today.  I knew enough 

of the folks present; there were about 50 of us, that it wasn’t what I would call terrified 

or fearful, but the issue of race in our country has certainly invoked a lot of fear, 

particularly among young African-American men and Caucasian police officers, to state 
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the obvious.  Race and race relations in the United States, the history of racism in the 

church of Jesus Christ, the issues that remain in our own presbytery surrounding race – 

this is not an easy topic to discuss.  We have a long way to go concerning race in this 

country and a long way to go even within the church.  Like that cloud on that 

mountaintop during this morning’s scripture reading, it is a dark cloud on our national 

and even our denominational landscape. 

But what we were able to do as a presbytery was start a conversation; a real 

conversation.  Even though on Sunday mornings most of our sanctuaries are 

homogeneous, we are blessed to have a presbytery that is not.  We have a great diversity 

of Presbyterians here – African-American, recent African immigrants, Latino, Korean, 

Korean-American, and European-American:  each laying claim to our Presbyterian faith 

and heritage.  So even as we struggle with integrating Sunday morning, we can gather 

together on a Saturday morning to learn from one another, to listen to each other’s 

stories and experiences, to gain insight and appreciate the great gift of diversity that God 

has chosen for this world.  We had the opportunity to reflect upon our own biases and 

join together in our common mission to bond together as a force of love and peace in a 

world that only desires more money and more power. 

When those disciples witness Jesus’ transfiguration, when they are terrified, when 

the cloud overshadows them, in that moment, they hear God’s voice.  In this tenuous 

situation that is holy, mysterious, awe-filled, fearful, majestic:  God’s voice emerges, 

“This is my son, the beloved.  Listen to him!”  In the midst of fear and uncertainty, 
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God’s voice comes to us and points us to the beloved son, Jesus, and tells us to listen to 

him.  When we are scared and the clouds overshadow us:  clouds of racism, or anxiety; 

clouds of anger or grief, clouds of violence – we are pointed to the beloved son, Jesus 

and told to listen to him. 

Peter is endearing in this story – the yammering disciple who babbles his way 

through his anxiety, at least recognizing the sacredness of this holy moment, fearful 

though it maybe… He wants to make a memorial to house this divine occurrence; three 

dwelling places, a way, perhaps to make this awe-filled moment last by firmly planting 

a mark in the ground to remember that this is where Jesus was transfigured.  A place to 

which to return to recreate this special instance.  But refusing to be tempted by 

complacency or sentimentalism, Jesus heads them right back down that mountain into 

the harshness and pain of the world, to heal more of the world’s sick, to cast out more of 

the world’s demons, to preach more good news to the poor, to preach more release to 

the captives.  There is no dwelling in this sacred moment and no dwellings built to even 

remember that it ever took place. 

While we certainly cherish the moments of divine grace, of holy love, of sacred 

forgiveness, and a peace that passes understanding, our experience of our mysterious, 

awesome, awe-filled God involves hard realities, dark clouds, real pain, and difficult 

conversations.  Our experience of God lures us with peace and grace and points us to 

Jesus who asks us to get involved in the complex issues of human life.  Our experience 

of God attracts us with meaning and purpose and holds us accountable with Jesus’ 
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commands so we are unable to sit on the sidelines and plead ignorance.  Our experience 

of God is filled with some fear, knowing we will never fully know, understanding we 

will never fully understand, enamored by God’s power and might and mystery and 

majesty.   

In the midst of this mystery, our confusion, our fear, our excitement, God points 

us to Jesus and instructs us to follow this man, God’s beloved.  We are not left to our 

own decisions and futile ideas, but led by Jesus into the world who shows us how to 

work for God’s kingdom, healing the sick and binding up the brokenhearted.  The depth 

of our faith experience is not a surface scratching platitude of a nice God who wants 

nice things for us, or a simple God who simply loves everyone.   

Our God is a terrifying, amazing, majestic God who offers deep, unimaginable 

experiences of the divine and instructs us to go into the dark places of the world to 

reveal justice and make peace.  We don’t hover on the level of the superficial, 

pretending this world is okay when it isn’t, pretending you and I are okay when we’re 

not, acting like everything is fine when it’s not.  Our faith pulls us into deep life 

experiences of mountaintops and clouds and dazzling clothes and a savior who leads us 

to work in a world that will ultimately kill him. 

As we turn the page on this season of Epiphany, with Jesus’ divinity shining 

brightly upon us, we will delve into his humanity as he makes his way into the depths of 

the wilderness and the scandal of the cross during Holy Week.  Our paradox continues, 

as God’s majesty is met with human frailty and we are asked to follow and go with him.  
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Thanks be to God for this journey of faith and the privilege to be along for the ride.  

Amen. 


