
Preachers heave a heavy sigh when the calendar rolls around to Transfiguration Sunday.  
The reason is that in the space of a 12-to-15 minute sermon, what can you possibly say 
about one of the most astonishing sights registered in the Bible?  To simply recount the 
Gospels’ descriptions of the brilliance emanating from Jesus, the voice from heaven, and 
the appearance of Elijah and Moses really does little to convey what that momentous 
moment is all about. 
 
So I am going to bypass Luke’s account of the transfiguration – which you can read for 
yourselves in the 9th chapter of the gospel -- and I am instead turning to 2 Peter, 
undoubtedly the least known of the transfiguration stories.  Least known because Peter is 
not so much describing what he witnessed on that mountain peak, as he is interpreting it 
for generations of Christians who are far removed from the historical event.  Peter’s 
wording is dense and convoluted – another reason preachers seldom touch it – but it does 
contain a phrase, “a lamp shining in a dark world,” that I suggest to you helped make the 
transfiguration real in Peter’s time, and I hope in ours.  I also remind you that there is a 
third mountaintop experience that bears in on us today, and that is Moses’ experience on 
Mt. Sinai, which John just read from Exodus. 
 
Now, from 2 Peter 1, verses 16-21:  Listen for the word of the Lord: 
 
16:   For we did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to you the 
power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we had been eyewitnesses of his majesty. 
 
17:  For he received honor and glory from God the Father when that voice was conveyed 
to him by the Majestic Glory, saying, “This is my Son, my Beloved, with whom I 
am well pleased.” 
 
18:  We ourselves heard this voice come from heaven, while we were 
with him on the holy mountain. 
 
19:  So we have the prophetic message more fully confirmed. You will do well to be 
attentive to this as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning 
star rises in your hearts. 
 
20: First of all you must understand this, that no prophecy of scripture is a matter of one’s 
own interpretation, 
 
21: because no prophecy ever came by human will, but men and women moved by the 
Holy Spirit spoke from God.  
 
THIS IS THE WORD OF THE LORD.



  
 

     As I hinted a moment ago, this is one of those rare Sundays when all the Scriptures appointed 
by the lectionary seem to work in cooperation with each other.  But it is on 2 Peter that I want to 
focus.  He says a most curious thing when he talks about witnessing Jesus’ transfiguration.  He 
seems to imply that there was a power unleashed on that mountaintop that allowed him to 
become…a lamp shining in a dark place. 
 
     The New York Times regularly carries column called “The Neediest Cases.”  Usually it’s a 
story of an individual or a family in crisis.  This is bare-bones journalism:  the facts of what makes 
them “the neediest case” are laid out, a quote or two from the subject or subjects is offered, and 
the exact magnitude of their financial plight, and the funds being made available to them, are 
described. 
 
     Not too long ago, a car dispatcher from the Bronx, in poor health after a heart attack, was the 
NY Times’ “neediest case.”  Apart from his heart condition, Francisco Santiago was in imminent 
danger of losing his house, stemming in part from a poor refinancing decision he made to 
compensate for lost income while he was ill.  His monthly mortgage payments ballooned beyond 
his ability to pay, and the bank would not accept partial payments.  Foreclosure loomed in the 
Santiago’s future.  And Francisco summed up his predicament with a remark that undoubtedly is 
true:  “There are so many people that this is happening to,” he said.  Then he added:  “I didn’t 
really realize it until it happened to me.” 
 
     “I didn’t really realize it until it happened to me.”  How many times has that thought echoed in 
our own lives.  Not because we’ve suffered heart attacks, although some have, or because we face 
foreclosure on our houses, although that has happened as well.  It’s because we either stumble 
into, or are overcome, by a dark place at one time or another.   
 
     The NY Times has been featuring “the neediest cases” for over 100 years.  They maintain an 
online archive of the feature articles they have written.  Sometimes, although not often as often as 
you might think, the tragic circumstances described are clearly the fault of the person being 
chronicled.  The majority of cases, though, are little more than reflections and echoes of the world 
in which we live, which unfortunately can be a very dark place indeed. 
 
     There are stories in this archive of refugees from devastated places like Syria, or Congo, or 
Central America, who manage to reach the United States only to undergo new travesties of 
exploitation and poverty.   
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     There are countless cases where abuse figures in the equation, sometimes starting in early 
childhood, sometimes erupting in loveless and chaotic marriages.   
 
     Other stories revolve around congenital or chronic diseases and disabilities, and tell of the long, 
slow adjustment not only to physical obstacles but to the neglect and indifference of families and 
society at large. 
 
     At this point, you might well be asking:  what has all this talk of “neediest cases” got to do with 
mountaintop experiences?  Good question.  And since I’m a preacher, I’ll try to give you an 
answer. 
 
     There’s a danger with “peak” moments in the Bible, and that is forgetting that they have 
anything to do with life on earth.  Moses, Jesus, and even Peter were transported to a place beyond 
our comprehension in their mountaintop encounters with the divine.  And Jesus’ transfiguration 
ranks up there with his birth, baptism, and resurrection as the most sublime – that is, supremely 
spiritual – moments of the whole New Testament. 
 
     But what do Jesus’ and Moses’ and Peter’s own stories also tell us?  First, that they reached 
their peaks by long, hard walks up a mountainside.  Good moral message there, too, but it’s one 
for another sermon.  Far more importantly for our purposes this morning, after their mountaintop 
triumphs, Jesus, Moses, and Peter came down from the mountain.  And in every case their return 
from the peak inevitably landed them in one dark place or another.   
 
     Moses would die in the wilderness, within sight of the Promised Land, which lay just beyond 
his reach.  Peter’s dark moment would come in a courtyard outside the high priest’s palace in 
Jerusalem, where three times he would deny Christ.  And Jesus, his darkest moment came in his 
fulfillment of his destiny on the cross at Golgotha.   
 
     But before that, all three had come down from the mountaintop, where they had been changed, 
transfigured to use churchy language.  Moses and Peter returned from their peaks with a radiance 
they never possessed before.  Jesus came down with his eternal brilliance confirmed to his 
disciples, and acknowledged by God, Elijah, and Moses. 
 
     All of which leads Peter to declare decades later that those who witnessed Jesus’ 
transfiguration, or have had the story told to them, are themselves transformed in the act of seeing 
or hearing, and believing. 
 
     In 2 Peter, however, the apostle is facing a skeptical audience.  He is writing to a group of 
Christians a couple generations removed from the first disciples.  A generation that has begun to 
think of Jesus’ transfiguration as a metaphor, or as Peter says, a “cleverly devised myth.”  And as 
these new generations of Christians begin to deny the reality of the event, they begin to doubt 
Peter’s underlying message, which is that because of Jesus’ radiance, and as reflections of Jesus’ 
transfiguration, they too can be lamps in a dark place. 
 
     Peter knows the consequences of these doubts.  Some will drift from the faith, bored and 
aimless.  Others will elevate Christ to a spiritual level where only mysticism exists, with no 



connection to the real world.  In neither case will these Christians be on fire for the Lord; in 
neither case will they be lamps shining in a dark place. 
     But it is lamps that are called to the “neediest cases.”  The NY Times, and other media, may 
publicize this universe of need, but the call is to those who consider themselves lamps of Christ.  
It’s not going to be the mystics, or the bored and indifferent, it’s going to be those whose inner 
light reflects Christ’s own radiance.  This is Peter’s message, and it is as relevant this morning on 
the commemoration of the Transfiguration as it was when Peter witnessed Jesus’ glory with his 
own eyes, and brought that glorious sight to us. 
 
     “I didn’t realize it until it happened to me.”  That’s a phrase that cuts in two directions.  Earlier 
I noted that it is the timeless, bitter remark when of us slips, unexpectedly and shockingly, into 
one of life’s dark places.  So it’s a cautionary tale, and a prod that when we find ourselves in life’s 
light-filled spaces, to be a help to those in the shadows. 
 
     But, “I didn’t realize it until it happened to me” also speaks to the moment of our own 
transfiguration, our own mountaintop experience during our pilgrimage of faith, when we shed all 
that the world has told us has value and meaning, and gaze maybe not with our eyes, but certainly 
with our “second sight”, our spirits, on the unobstructed glory of our risen and reigning Christ.  
Amen.  

 
    


