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“Transfigured by God” 
A Sermon Preached by Frank Mansell III 

Western Boulevard Presbyterian Church – Raleigh, NC 
Transfiguration Sunday – February 27, 2022 

 
Luke 9: 28-36 
 
 So, I had a big birthday this past week – I turned fifty years old on Thursday.  I 
want to thank so many of you who made it special – the preschool children made a 
banner that greeted me upon my arrival to work that morning, the staff were very 
generous in tasty treats, and many of you showered me with cards, emails, messages, and 
gifts.  I received many wonderful wishes from family and friends all across the country, 
and it made me feel deeply grateful for God’s love in my life. 
 I have a secret to let you in on.  This is actually the second year in a row that I’ve 
celebrated my birthday in Raleigh.  Last year, Debbie and I were here as she interviewed 
for her new job at Wakebrook Behavioral Health.  It was a far different birthday 
celebration than this year!  I think we had carry-out barbeque in our hotel room, before 
driving over to Davidson the next day to see Heather and Erin.  To think of all that has 
happened in one year since then – saying our goodbyes, moving to a new state, being 
welcomed into a new place – it fills my heart with gratitude. 
 And yes, I have transfigured my outward appearance this weekend a bit by 
shaving off my beard.  I think it’s been more than two years since I had a clean-shaven 
face.  Why did I do it?  I’ll admit, part of it was to feel a bit younger now that I’ve entered 
a new decade of life.  Part of it is that sometimes I just am ready for a change.  But I have 
to give Debbie plenty of notice that I’m going to get rid of it.  You see, she loves the beard 
– I feel very lucky that I am married to someone who prefers facial hair.  So, it was maybe 
two weeks ago that I told her that I was wanting to make this change, which gave her the 
necessary time to prepare and, well, grieve.  Of course, I may get tired of shaving after a 
couple of weeks, so this transfiguration may be short-lived! 
 “To transfigure” means to change in outward form or appearance, or to transform.  
In many respects, I have transfigured my outward appearance by shaving my beard off.  
Other folks will go through transfigurations in other ways: losing weight, changing their 
hair style, wearing new clothes.  The outward appearance of homes or businesses are 
transformed by remodeling and repainting and rebranding.   But what prompts us to 
be transfigured or transformed?  Sometimes it takes an event like moving, or a birthday, 
or renovating, or even a death in the family, to cause us to shine a bright light on what 
has become routine and comfortable, and see how things have changed and will change.  
Sometimes it takes a bright light of transformation to show us where we have been, and 
where we are called to go.  Sometimes we must be open to the changing light of God, for 
in its bright glare, we are reminded once again of our purpose as disciples of Jesus Christ. 
 Our passage this morning is Luke’s account of the transfiguration of Jesus.  Donald 
Luther describes the transfiguration as a great mystery.  And mystery is alluring; it draws 
us in at that same time that it always just eludes our full comprehension.  The 
transfiguration of Jesus is such a story, but one that has much to say, nevertheless, about 
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the divinity and glory of Jesus, his (pending) death and resurrection, his relationship with 
the law and the prophets of Israel, as well as the way in which contemporary readers of 
this text are to live their lives, here and now, transfigured (Lori Brandt Hale, Feasting on the Word, Year C, 
Volume 1, Westminster/John Knox Press, Louisville, © 2009: 452). 
 As we look at this story from Luke, there are a couple of key things to note.  One is 
that this story is truly a turning point in the Gospel of Luke.  Prior to this you have Jesus 
teaching and healing the people, feeding the five thousand, and calling his disciples.  After 
this story, Jesus sets his eyes on Jerusalem, and the remainder of Luke is the story of his 
traveling this road to his death and resurrection.  It’s almost as if after the transfiguration 
Jesus follows the calling God has set before him: to be the Savior of the world. 
 A second key to this story is how it mirrors that of Jesus’ baptism.  In these two 
narratives from Jesus’ life, we have God speaking directly to those gathered.  When Jesus 
is baptized, the Lord says to Jesus: “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well 
pleased” (Luke 3:22).  After Jesus meets Elijah and Moses on top of the mountain with 
James, John and Peter, the Lord says: “This is my Son, my Chosen; listen to him!” (Luke 
9:35).  At his baptism, Jesus is blessed by God.  At his transfiguration, Jesus is given 
authority by God, so that others might follow him. 
 Jesus appears not with two people of little importance from the past, but with 
Moses and Elijah, two of Israel’s most prominent leaders.  Luke says, “They appeared in 
glory,” emphasizing that they are not of human form, but are from heaven above.  And in 
their presence with Jesus, they make clear Jesus is the fulfillment of the prophecy that the 
Messiah has come. 
 This meeting is not solely for the purpose of having a “mountain-top experience.”  
It is also a time of foreshadowing what awaits Jesus and the disciples in Jerusalem.  Luke 
says that, “They appeared in glory and were speaking about (Jesus’) departure, which he 
was about to accomplish at Jerusalem” (9:31).  The Greek word which is translated 
“departure” literally means “exodus,” and figuratively refers to the passion which Jesus 
will suffer in the Holy City. 
 But you also get the impression that that will not be the end of the story.  As soon 
as Peter blurts out his offer to build tents for all of them, “a cloud came and 
overshadowed them” (9:34).  And then, after the Lord speaks, the cloud dissipates just as 
quickly as it arrives.  Past memories of Moses and Samuel and Elijah and others come 
flooding back into our consciousness, reaffirming that this is God in the midst of the cloud.  
Somehow, you begin to get the feeling that this story will have a different ending than 
others have had before it. 
 I always struggle with moments in the biblical narrative that seem contradictory.  
The last verse of today’s passage is one such moment: “And they kept silent and in those 
days told no one any of the things they had seen” (9:36).  Why wouldn’t they share this 
mountain-top experience with others?  Was it too mysterious or incredible to expect 
others to believe?  My first inclination would have been to blab about it to anyone I ran 
into!  But perhaps this was meant to speak only to the disciples, helping them understand 
more fully who Jesus was, what his calling was, and how they were called to follow him 
once they came down from that mountain. 
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 I don’t think it’s a coincidence that every year we remember the transfiguration of 
Jesus on the Sunday before Ash Wednesday, which begins the season of Lent.  Lent 
comprises the 40 days leading up to Holy Week, when Jesus reaches Jerusalem, where he 
is betrayed and crucified, and then his victory over death is accomplished on Easter.  Lent 
is our time to look at ourselves, our behaviors, our patterns, our routines, and examine 
how closely we are aligned with our Lord’s calling.  In many respects, we are asking: how 
do we need to be transfigured by God’s light and call, so we might indeed listen to God’s 
Son and follow him faithfully? 
 I began my birthday by hearing the news that we are a world at war once again.  
Russian troops have invaded and attacked the sovereign, democratic country of Ukraine, 
seemingly motivated solely by the demented, autocratic ego of the Russian president.  
While we as a country are not directly involved by this conflict, we are impacted 
nonetheless – by American troops deployed to NATO allies, by pressures on our economy, 
by neighbors and friends whose families are from Ukraine.  We have sisters and brothers 
in Christ who are in harm’s way, and our calling as disciples of Christ is to beat swords into 
plowshares, so that peace might reign on the earth.  How are we being transfigured by 
God to respond to this crisis in ways that show others we are not afraid to come down 
from the mountain, to serve our Lord by being down in the valleys, seeking to bring an 
end to strife and conflict in our world? 
 Sometimes transfiguration happens in ways that are hard and life-altering, and as 
we live through those times we learn of new ways that God walks beside us down from 
the mountain tops.  Five years ago, I celebrated my birthday with our family.  But then 
that evening, we got a call from Debbie’s mother that her father, Steve, had died.  Her 
parents were on vacation in Hawaii, and after having had a great morning together, he 
went back to the bedroom to take a nap.  And he never woke up.  Our world was changed 
forever – he was the first of our parents to die, the first grandparent our children had lost, 
and in such a sudden and hard manner, in a place that had been full of joy and love for 
Debbie’s parents.   
 In a real way, it transformed that date for our family moving forward.  It is a day of 
joy to celebrate my birth, and it is a day of sorrow whenever we grieve Steve’s death.  
There are laughs and smiles, and there are tears and hugs.  It will always and forever be 
that way.  It is not how we would prefer, but it is how it has been transfigured.  And we 
have learned with each year that has passed that God is with us on this transfigured day, 
holding the good with the bad, the joyful with the sorrowful. 
 Whenever our lives go through dramatic change, we are not alone.  As the 
disciples heard on top of that mountain, God is with them – and with us - through God’s 
Son, Jesus Christ.  When we listen to Jesus, we are transfigured by God to shine God’s 
light into our world where it is needed the most.  How will we – as individual disciples, 
and as a congregation – be transfigured by God to bring hope, peace, and justice to a 
world in such desperate need? 
 Go and be transfigured by the light of Christ, as you walk the journey of faith God 
has laid out for you, today, tomorrow, and for all your days. 
 Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
 


