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 Jesus lived grounded. First of all, literally, with his feet on the ground. He wore no super suit to fly him through 
the air like Iron Man. He had no hammer of the gods, like Thor, to send him soaring into the sky. Jesus didn’t apparate or 
disapparate like wizards in Harry Potter. Jesus got where he was going like everyone else: by walking. And he wasn’t 
immune to sore feet and blisters. Jesus lived a literally grounded human life. 
 

Jesus lived metaphorically grounded as well. When he taught he didn’t sound like someone with his head in the 
clouds. He talked about salt and lamps and vineyards and farmers planting seeds. He wasn’t the least bit full of himself. He 
said things like, “I am gentle and humble in heart,” and talked more about his death than his resurrection glory. Once he 
did walk on a lake, out to his disciples out in a boat. But when he got in the boat and sailed to shore, soon was teaching 
them with an illustration that referenced the excretory system. Jesus was as grounded in earthy life as a person could be. 
 
 So, for Peter, James, and John, his transfiguration on the mountain must have come from out of nowhere. As Jesus 
led those three sup a high mountain by themselves, none of them said, “Hey, do you think Jesus is going to do his face-
bright-as-the-sun, clothes-white-as-light thing?” “Oh, wouldn’t that be cool! I love it when he does that!” They didn’t say 
this because they had no more reason to think Jesus would transform bright as lightning than you would have to think that 
I would transform into a toad. 
 
 Which isn’t to say that people around Jesus never had extraordinary experiences. It’s that even the extraordinary 
was earthy. When Jesus displayed power it touched ground with sickness and pain and bodies that couldn’t walk. And 
when Jesus healed, there were no flashes of lightning. His hands didn’t glow before he laid them on people to cure them. 
He touched them as simply as you’d touch the person beside you. When he healed a paralyzed man, saying, “Get up and 
go home,” we can hardly imagine it was with the showmanship of a circus performer. It must have sounded more like a 
restaurant server saying, “Why don’t you get up and help yourself to the buffet?” His words came as from a very grounded 
person. 
 
 Which I think is helpful frame of reference for hearing the story of Jesus’ transfiguration. To transfigure means 
to transform. The Jesus that suddenly transformed bright as the sun and white as light is the same that took children in 
his arms and called them great in God’s kingdom. It was the same Jesus known not for his unapproachability but for his 
hanging out at dinner parties with “tax collectors and sinners.”  
 

Which is to say that the life Jesus lived and offered wasn’t some gilded life of amazing experiences unhinged from 
ordinary things. Jesus was leading people closer to the earth, closer to themselves, closer to them neighbor, to find that 
God is close with us in the plain old life we blink and miss.  
 
 But there was no blinking and missing the transfiguration. The icon of the event on the bulletin captures this well. 
Jesus’ splendor has knocked Peter, James and John off the mountaintop. The disciple on the right looks like he’s about to 
hit his head and he’s lost his left shoe. The disciple in the middle is hiding his eyes. The one on the left looks like he’s 
deciding if he should stay or run for his life. At once, they’ve been grounded, quite literally, and ungrounded, 
metaphorically. Jesus’ startling transformation has them searching for their footing. 
 

Peter’s response to lightning Jesus talking with Moses and Elijah was, “Lord it’s good to be here.” But we might 
wonder if he said that like a kid getting off a roller coaster, looking green and saying, “That was awesome. Let’s go again.” 
Even as you’re pretty sure, on the inside, he was coming unhinged. Which might be where this passage meets us. 
 
 It doesn’t take much to feel as though your feet have been knocked from beneath you. Sometimes it’s a moment 
that dazzles, like a call from a child saying you’re going to be a grandparent. Other times, it’s more like two calls I received 



  2 

this week. One from someone in the church sharing that a two-year-old they know is going to the hospital for lung trouble. 
The next day, the trouble was named a cancerous tumor. The other call was from my mom, out of the blue on Thursday 
morning, saying my brother was in hospital from a car accident. There’s no blinking and missing those things. 
 
 There’s also no blinking and missing all that our world is going through. It may not be dazzling transfiguration 
glory but there’s confusion nonetheless and a sense that we’re in uncertain times. Which is how Peter felt going up the 
mountain with Jesus.  
 

The six days Matthew mentions at the beginning of the passage takes us back to the day Peter proclaimed that 
Jesus was the Messiah, the Son of God. But the next breath after Jesus blessed Peter for his perception, Jesus began to talk 
about the kind Messiah that he’d be, how his work wouldn’t involve cleaning house in Israel and defeating their enemies. 
Instead, he’d submit to suffering and be killed. Peter tried to rebuke Jesus for saying this. Jesus rebuked him back and told 
Peter that Satan’s way of thinking had gotten into his head. So it was a heady and confusing time for Peter. He must have 
feared what the future would hold, and lived with the sense that what he held dear was under threat.  

 
And for us, it may seem like a heady time filled with different kinds of threat. The world we live in is trying to 

figure out the future we’re heading into. These days we might tune into the news not only wondering about but even 
expecting confusing events. We hear divisive rhetoric seeming to suggest that sides need to be taken, although hardened 
taking of sides may be some of what makes the future feel uncertain. Some might find this time exciting. Others might feel 
dread. Many feel we’re in a moment of crucial importance. 
 

Whatever the cause of the feeling that you’ve been knocked from your feet, a gift of ungrounding experiences is 
that you’re eager to hear grounding words. What are the promises and purposes and sources of strength that reliably 
sustain in this and every time? 

 
If we listen to the transfiguration, taking in not only the Jesus light show but also the words the disciples heard, 

we hear that Jesus’ transfiguration wasn’t just a shaking experience but a grounding one. On the mountain, the disciples 
heard three grounding, life-holding words. The fist was a word of instruction. The second was a word of promise. And the 
third was a word of command.  

 
The word of instruction was, “Listen to him.” Listen to Jesus. That’s what God said from the cloud that 

surrounded Jesus, Moses, Elijah and the disciples. “Listen to him.” When what’s around us has us shaken, that’s when it’s 
especially important to attend to what God is saying.  

 
For sure, people don’t always agree on what they hear God saying, but we know that God never speaks a word 

that’s inconsistent with the life of Jesus. So the best way to hear God in these times is to look at Jesus and let his words, his 
life sound in the events of the day. Amidst discussions about who to keep out, we may ask whom is Jesus trying to bring in 
to God’s love? Amidst debates on social values, we may ask what are the values that Jesus holds most dear? These are days 
for our hearts and our lives to be instructed by Jesus above all. 

 
Which leads us to the next word, which is a word of command. The disciples are terrified of what’s happening 

around them, and Jesus comes and touches them, and tells them, “Get up.” Although it isn’t just, “get up.” In the Greek 
that Matthew used, “get up” also means, “Be raised.” This is the same verb the angel uses on Easter morning, when the 
women come to the tomb and the angel says, “He is not here; he has been raised, just as he said.”  

 
What this means is, a disciple’s response to fear and uncertain times isn’t to cower or try to grasp for some kind of 

control. It’s to get up and really live with Jesus as Lord. And we need to know that when Jesus gives a command, he also 
gives the power we need to fulfill it. So when life feels shaky, the best way to find grounding is to get on our feet and 
receive God’s power for investing in what will still matter in resurrection life. Mercy will still matter in resurrection life. 
Treating others with dignity will matter in the heavenly kingdom. Living as though it’s one world––not a divided world, 
but truly one humanity that Jesus saves––is to live with the resurrection commanding our lives. 

 
This brings us to the final word, which was a promise having to do with what really is commanding our lives. After 

Jesus touched his disciples so they would know that he was with them, the promise he gave was, “Don’t be afraid.” In 
these days, and really in any day, a stamp of the gospel on our lives is that we can let go of our fears. We can relinquish 
our anxieties.  
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The fears and anxieties to let go of will be different for different people. For some the fear may be loss of national 

values and identity. For others it may be the kind of world their children will inherit. Some may fear an illness, others 
financial burden. The list of fears our hearts may hold onto goes on and on and on. 

 
But however the different fears, the promise of God is the same. The God we know in Jesus is God of the past, of 

the present, and of the future. Which means that we need not fear a future in which God’s hand cannot reach us. There 
will be no time when the God who raised Jesus from the dead will not be God in the world, God over the world, and God 
for the world God has loved to death in Christ.  

 
This doesn’t mean there won’t be struggles or that life will magically feel more stable. Nor does it mean that when 

we are afraid we don’t have faith. It means that God never lives from a place of fear but always from the place of perfect 
love that casts fear out. And so God doesn’t fear for our future. God knows that the last word doesn’t belong to division 
and fear and death, but to resurrection as one humanity united in the love of Christ. 

 
Listen to Jesus. Get up. And don’t be afraid. That was God’s word to disciples on the mount of transfiguration and 

it’s God’s word to us today. It’s instruction, command, and promise reminding us that, with God, there is always more to 
life than we can see. As often as we trust this, no matter how the world and our lives may feel, we may know that we are 
living grounded.  

 
So, listen to Jesus. Get up. And don’t be afraid. Amen. 


