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“Listen Up!” 
 
A week or two before Thanksgiving, Paulo asked me to preach today.  A quick look at the lectionary informed 
me that today is Transfiguration Sunday, as Heather read to you from the Gospel of Mark.  And it’s the last 
Sunday before Lent.  I admitted to him that I wasn’t sure I could pull off a sermon on the Transfiguration.  He 
offered his help, if I needed it, so I agreed.  What he failed to tell me and what it took me an embarrassingly 
long time to figure out, is that it is also Superbowl Sunday.  But not to worry, I promise to be done with plenty 
of time to make the guacamole and vacuum the TV room couch.  All I ask is that you give me a few minutes to 
talk about something other than… well, you know, Taylor Swift. 
 
Will you please pray with me? 
 
Father God, we invite you into our hearts today.  Relieve us of the distractions of the day and grant us focus on 
your Word.  I pray that you take my words and transform them.  Block them out where I am wrong, provide 
the emphasis where you want it and fill in all the gaps, so that we all gain a better understanding of your love 
for us and your intention for our lives.  We pray these things in the name of Your Son, our Savior, Jesus Christ.  
Amen. 
 
I’m always a bit amused when the person who is going to introduce a speaker gets up to address an audience 
that hasn’t quite settled down.  Each person has their own approach.  Some fastidiously avoid the podium 
until it is time, then wait until silence falls over the crowd, pretending to organize their notes, which can’t be 
more than a couple of paragraphs.  Others try to be polite and courteous, something to the effect of “OK, let’s 
get started.” 
 
It becomes more amusing when these tactics don’t work.  Sometimes they double down and continue to use 
the same approach, other times they switch and try something new.  I’ve been in this position myself, a couple 
of times, and can attest that it can be uncomfortable.  But the tactic I’ve found to be most useful in these 
cases, is to use my outside voice and issue a direct command: “Please take your seats!”, or if that still doesn’t 
work, “Listen up!”  I should note that with junior high youth, I skip the niceties and cut right to the command.  
It almost always works like a charm.  I say almost, because there is that rare occasion when nothing works.  
That’s sort of where we find ourselves at the beginning of today’s Gospel lesson.  Jesus has been trying to get 
his disciples’ attention, and they aren’t really listening. 
 
But before we get to that, I feel obligated to explain why I was hesitant to speak about the Transfiguration.  
It’s clearly an important event in the Jesus story and it has been shared from the pulpit so many times, you’d 
think by now I would have figured it out.  But that is not the case, I’m still baffled by Mark’s account and don’t 
quite know what to make of it.  What is the significance of six days?  Why did Jesus provide Peter, James and 
John with literally a mountain-top experience like no other, then tell them to keep it a secret?  How did Peter, 
James and John know it was Moses and Elijah, did they have nametags?  Such a mind-blowing experience 
would have traumatized me, shaken me to my very core, how could the disciples continue on the same, even 
if they didn’t understand what happened?   
 



In such cases, I often turn to my copy of The Interpreter’s One Volume Commentary on the Bible.  A copy of 
this, as well as its companion, the expanded, 12-volume set can be found on the shelves in the ACC parlor.  
Sadly, this made things even worse.  A search of my usual references on the Internet was also confusing.  The 
more I searched, it seemed, the less I understood.  So, I can’t claim the clarity that I would like on this passage, 
but there are a few things on which scholars seem to agree. 
 
First, there is consensus that the writer of the Gospel of Mark considers this to be fundamental.  So, to dismiss 
this passage as incidental or as an interesting embellishment is really to miss the Gospel message altogether.  
Mark’s narrative hangs on three apocalyptic events, this being the second of them.  Certainly, the resurrection 
is the climax to which he is building and which abruptly ends the Gospel.  And Mark begins his Gospel not at 
Jesus’ birth, but at his baptism by John the Baptizer, in the river Jordan, when Jesus was about 30.  You may 
recall that upon coming out of the Jordan, the heavens opened and the Spirit of God descended on Jesus, “like 
a dove”.  The Transfiguration has certain things in common with that first event.  In both there is a divine light, 
in both there is the voice of God, in both Jesus is identified as God’s Son.  So Mark is drawing a thread 
between the two events, but there is a progression, too.  It’s not clear whether anyone but Jesus witnessed 
the event at his baptism, where here, three disciples were witnesses.  Of course, many witnessed Jesus’ death 
and resurrection.  Indeed, it would seem every person in Jerusalem played a part in that.  So, we need to take 
the Transfiguration seriously. 
 
 The second point of general agreement is that Mark appears, on one hand, to be tying Jesus to the ancient 
prophets and revered figures of Israel, familiar to all Jews.  We all know the significance of Moses, who led the 
Hebrews out of captivity in Egypt and formed a nation of them that would rule Palestine, before being 
defeated, first by Assyria, then by Babylon.  You might also remember that Elijah was a prominent voice in 
Israel after the return of the Jews from Babylonian exile.  To be in the company of Moses and Elijah, 
conversing with them, puts Jesus on par with Israel’s heroes.  On the other hand, Mark is distinguishing Jesus 
from those historic figures, identifying Him as God’s Son.  In Jesus, God is revealing something new about His 
divine nature.  Jesus made real the concept of a personal relationship with God, which was very foreign to 
Jews of the day.  But, to be in the presence of God has to be terrifying, regardless of how well you think you 
know Him.  The fear Peter, James and John experienced in the Transfiguration pushed them to accept the 
divinity of Jesus.  In our own way, we may also need a push.  A personal relationship to God doesn’t seem so 
odd to us, but perhaps we are missing some of that fear of the divine. 
 
One last thing I want to focus on is the context that Mark places this story in.  It is barely a week after a heated 
exchange between Peter and Jesus, where Jesus tells the disciples he will be killed and Peter vows to defend 
him with his life.  Jesus makes it clear that such talk is evil and inconsistent with God’s will.  And a few days 
after the Transfiguration, James and John are caught arguing about who is going to be Jesus’ closest aide in 
heaven, a concept also roundly condemned by Jesus.  In this context, we can make at least some sense of 
Peter’s offer at the sight of Jesus with Moses and Elijah.  In Peter’s eyes, all three are to be worshipped, and he 
may have been channeling the prophet Zechariah, who predicted that God would bring about a new age, the 
“Day of the Lord”, during the Jewish Feast of Booths.  To the typical Hebrew of Jesus’ day, every deity needed 
a place, a physical location, to inhabit on earth.  All Jews knew that God resided in the temple in Jerusalem.  If 
the end time was coming soon, Moses, Elijah and Jesus would each need their own space, too, or so the logic 
runs. 
 
But Peter is too mired in the past, too blindered by custom, to see that God cannot be constrained by our 
traditions, that Jesus is up to something radically new, and that Peter, James and John are getting in on the 



revolution.  As is true throughout Mark, the disciples are clueless, before, during, and after the 
Transformation.  But Mark isn’t writing to them, he is writing to the first century church and by extension, to 
us.  Just as Peter is spouting off at the mouth, pushing to do things his way, the old way, until God speaks from 
the clouds, admonishing the disciples to listen to Jesus, in the same way, it’s as if Mark is echoing through the 
millenia saying, ‘Listen up!’  ‘Pay attention!’  ‘This is important!’  
 
And what is it we should listen to?  We should listen to Jesus.  He calls to us saying “Follow me” (Mark 1:17, 
2:14), “Do not be afraid, only believe” (Mark 5:36, 6:50), “Deny [yourself] and take up [your] cross and follow 
me” (Mark 8:34), “Whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all” (Mark 10:44), “Love your 
enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (Matthew 5:44), “Feed my sheep” (John 21:17), “If someone 
strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also” (Matthew 5:39), “Whatever you [do] for one of the 
least of these brothers of mine, you [do] for me” (Matthew 25:40), and “Love one another, just as I have loved 
you” (John 15:17) 
 
It turns out I didn’t ask Paulo for help.  I’m not sure there’s anything he could have said that would wrap up all 
my confusion, so I still don’t have answers to many of the questions posed by the Transfiguration.  But the 
Bible doesn’t promise to relieve us of the hard work of believing.  So today, it’s enough for me to take away 
God’s command: “This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!”  Thanks be to God. 
 
Normally, this is where I would get off the stage.  But today, I’d like to add a postscript.  Wednesday of this 
week marks a couple of important observances.  First, it is St. Valentine’s Day, so you’ve been reminded.  
Don’t wait to the last minute!  More importantly to the life of the church, it is Ash Wednesday, the first day of 
Lent.  The two holy days last overlapped in 2018 and it will happen in 2029, but this is quite unusual.  It won’t 
happen again until the next century.  Lent, of course, is the church season leading up to Easter Sunday, which 
is the last day of March this year.  Some people in this congregation observe Lent by giving up something, such 
as sweets or caffeine, or by taking on a practice, such as praying or reading the Bible.  In years past, the junior 
high youth at ACC would follow the recommendation of Father James Martin, a Jesuit priest, as heard on NPR 
in 2006.  He suggested letting a trusted friend pick what to give up or take on for the 40 days of Lent. 
 
This year, I will be heeding advice I received through a Christmas gift from my son.  He gave me a book by 
Daniel J. Levitin, an author he respects highly.  Levitin is a neuroscientist and, in his book, Successful Aging, he 
outlines the scientific basis of growing old, more specifically, how the brain changes and simple ways that we 
can influence that process.  It has created in me, a better appreciation of just how wonderfully we are created 
and how flexible our brains can be, even as the rest of our body breaks down.  For me, I am realizing that my 
screentime is not only wasting time in the present, but is literally shortening my future.  So, for Lent, my goal 
is to break some bad habits on my iPad.  But Lent isn’t really about sacrificing, giving something up because it’s 
a bad habit or just to say that you can.  Lent is about making room for something better, something more 
Christ-like.  To that end, I will also be taking seriously God’s command in today’s Scripture and will be listening 
more to Jesus.  Part of that will be reading a book by N. T. Wright, generously given to me by Bob Louton, but 
that’s still focused inwards and I’m already certain that Jesus wants it to not be about me, so I will also be 
taking steps to strengthen my existing relationships and form new ones, all centered on serving as Jesus did. 
 
If you will be making space to listen to Jesus this Lent, I’d love to hear your plans.  Maybe together, we can 
keep each other accountable, while we draw closer to God.  Whatever your plans, may you have a reflective, 
spiritual and compassionate Lent, as together we prepare for Holy Week and for the joy of Easter Sunday. 
 


