Matthew 17:1-8

The Transfiguration

Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and his brother John and led them up a high mountain, by themselves. And he was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his clothes became dazzling white. Suddenly there appeared to them Moses and Elijah, talking with him. 
Then Peter said to Jesus, ‘Lord, it is good for us to be here; if you wish, I will make three dwellings here, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.’ While he was still speaking, suddenly a bright cloud overshadowed them, and from the cloud a voice said, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him!’ 
When the disciples heard this, they fell to the ground and were overcome by fear. But Jesus came and touched them, saying, ‘Get up and do not be afraid.’ And when they looked up, they saw no one except Jesus himself alone.
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Peter / James & John, get to hiking with “the teacher” up a   mountain; lucky disciples.   Lest we confuse geography with theology,
 the mountain to which Matthew alludes in chapter 17 is in many ways similar to the mountain upon which Jesus was tempted (4.8), upon which he offered the Sermon on the Mount (5.1), upon which he gives the Great Commission in chapter 28 (v.16).  Mountains are where divine disclosers, epiphanies, happen.  Peter, James & John are so busy packing the snack bag they didn’t make the connection so they were unprepared when strange things started happening on the mountain.  The face of Jesus shone like the sun, his clothes illuminated white, characters identified with the law (Moses) and the prophets (Elijah) appeared, a voice boomed from a cloud.

If these things happen to anyone while out hiking rule number one should be keep quiet—absolutely do not to interrupt the proceedings.  It is Peter’s special gift throughout the gospels, however, to do or say those things he ought not.   He is the patron saint for all the theologically clumsy and slow of understanding.   What was so pressing, Peter, that you felt compelled to interrupt the drama so that you could offer your architectural designs?  The voice from the cloud summarized the situation:  Peter and all yous guys, quiet yourselves and listen up.   Jesus himself said “your Father knows what you need before you ask” (6.7).  Had Peter paid attention during that Sermon on the Mount he would have known it.  But alas, he is Peter, doomed to stumble so that we who stumble might know there is hope of being lifted up.
The shock of it all causes the three stooges to head for cover of the earth overcome with fear (φοβέομαι).  Gospel characters sometimes experience “fear” because they are scared and sometimes on account of awe at mysteries which exceed their understanding.
  Either way in this episode, their fear incapacitated them.  Into this paralysis Jesus acted; he came and touched his friends.  He spoke, “Get up and do not be afraid”.  Jesus was and is not content to allow his disciples to be indefinitely grounded.  Children need healing and broken systems need to be addressed and Good News needs to be shared, and ultimately death must be faced.   Jesus will not leave his disciples orphaned on a mountain.  In spite of the ineptitude of the disciples, Jesus wants his chosen lot to journey on with him.
Lent commences this week on Ash Wednesday, and we are invited to go hiking with “the teacher” on the mountains of this liturgical season.  Remarkable sights and sounds may await us on the way, but that is what happens when we go traipsing with Jesus.  We will do well to quiet our jammering, watch, listen and learn.   The fears which haunt us or epiphanies which transform our understanding may temporarily immobilize us, and our Divine Guide will find us.  Christ reaches out to us to unbind us from fears that paralyze.  He will invite us to rise once again.  It is an ancient story and still true today.  Sometimes we just need to cease our mummering and our busy-ness and lift our heads so that we can hear his voice and sense his embrace.
In the ordinance of communion we are reminded again that Jesus never leaves or forsakes us be we in a dark valley or cowering on the ground or basking in the radiance of Jesus’ face on one mountain or another.  We will hold the bread and cup as a physical reminder that we are, in fact, held by one greater than us.  The bread and cup are tangible elements pointing us to his living presence among.  All who long for Christ’s reassuring hand and desire to heed his voice are welcome to partake of our communion service.  It is Christ’s table, not this congregation’s table or the Mennonite table or even the church’s table.  I invite the communion servers forward as we all prepare to enter into this ritual which has been passed to us on through the generations of those following the one named Jesus Christ.  Amen.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church

17.1 Peter, James, John:  the triad also joins Jesus in the Gethsemane garden prayer (26.37)
a. Boring links this presence with a triad who were close to King David (2nd Sam 23:8, 18-23).  In Matthew’s gospel Jesus is often referred to as the “son of David”.  If this is the case they are radically different than the rough crew who surrounded King David, and this may be a literary device of the author in redefining God’s chosen ones and how they should behave.  They stand up to injustice and demons and Rome but they are non-violent.  They pray in gardens and allow themselves to be arrested.  They in their dying they kill death.

b.  The three could also be a representation of the church
17.1  High Mountain:  Both Moses (Mt. Horeb) and Elijah (Mt. Caramel as well as Mt. Horeb) ascended mountains.  Mountains, in ancient near east symbolism, were often home to the gods (Mt. Olympus for example) or the place where miracles might happen.
17:2  face shone:  Moses face shone as well after meeting God (Ex 34:29-35; 2nd Cor 3:18; Rev 1:16)

17:2 dazzling white:  the angel in the tomb has clothing “white as snow” (28.3), and white is the colour of martyrs (Rev 7.13).  White is often the colour at baptism to designate death of the old and new life.  Image connotes divinity / martyrdom

17.5 “This is my son”:  a recurring theme in this gospel (1:20, 3:17, 4:3, 27:55)
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