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Mark 9:2-9 (NRSV) 

Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and John, and led them up a high mountain 
apart, by themselves. And he was transfigured before them, and his clothes became dazzling 
white, such as no one on earth could bleach them. And there appeared to them Elijah with 
Moses, who were talking with Jesus. Then Peter said to Jesus, “Rabbi, it is good for us to be 
here; let us make three dwellings, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.” He did not 
know what to say, for they were terrified. Then a cloud overshadowed them, and from the cloud 
there came a voice, “This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!” Suddenly when they looked 
around, they saw no one with them anymore, but only Jesus. 
As they were coming down the mountain, he ordered them to tell no one about what they had 
seen, until after the Son of Man had risen from the dead. 
 

When I was in high school, I lived in a small Texas town that was short on 

church organists. During my junior and senior year, I alternated Sundays playing 

the organ for First Baptist Church and St. Mary’s Episcopal Church. You can 

imagine that there were lots of differences between Sunday morning worship in 

those two congregations. One of the most significant differences for me was that 

the Episcopal Church had a pipe organ, compared with a Hammond organ at the 

Baptist Church. I loved practicing on the pipe organ. I would head across town 

after school and poke my head into the office to let the church secretary know 

that I would be in the Sanctuary practicing. And then I would lose all track of 

time. Often I would look up from the keyboard to see that the sun had set and that 

my mom would be wondering where I was. The secretary and the custodian were 

long gone. Just left to lock up on my way out. But here’s the problem: the switch 

that turned off the overhead lights was located on the wall behind the organ but 
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the exit door was all the way on the other side of the sanctuary. That meant that I 

would have to turn off the lights and cross the sanctuary in the dark. No night 

light or security light or cell phone with a built in flash light. It was completely 

dark. So I would collect my music, turn off the organ, slide off the bench and 

promise myself that I wouldn’t let this happen again—that I would pay attention 

to the time from now on. And then “click” the lights were off and I couldn’t see 

my hand in front of my face but I could feel my way along the communion rail, 

down one step, passing in front of a section of pews, across the center aisle and 

then another section of pews, moving as quickly as I could. 

Every time this happened I was convinced that I wasn’t the only one in that 

dark sanctuary. And I know you’re thinking, “Isn’t that wonderful, Renee, you 

could sense the presence of the Lord!” But it never felt warm and inviting to me. 

If I had to describe the feeling in one word I would say it felt like a reckoning. I 

felt if I lingered at all I would soon catch a glimpse of the living creatures with 

four faces and four wings in the opening scene of Ezekiel or the seraphim with 

six wings in Isaiah. (It’s entirely possible that I was spending too much time in 

the Old Testament back then.) The moment I turned the door knob and stepped 

out onto the sidewalk I was fine. And I would promise myself not to practice past 

dark again. But it happened more than once. 

In a small way, that experience helps me imagine what it was like to stand 

alongside Peter, James and John in our passage today with their knees knocking 

and their teeth chattering as their eyes take in something that their minds couldn’t 

process. Mark tells us that Peter began babbling on about building some 

dwellings for Moses and Elijah for the simple reason that Peter was terrified. 
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It seems to me it is no accident that the church turns to this gospel story 

every year on the Sunday before Ash Wednesday. In a few days we will gather to 

take upon our foreheads the sign of the cross and we will begin our journey to 

Calvary. This story reminds us what’s at stake. In the gospel of Mark, this 

mountain top experience follows a difficult conversation between Jesus and the 

disciples. Jesus wants the men to know what’s ahead. Jesus tells them he will 

face great suffering, that he will be killed, but after three days he will rise again. 

He speaks these words plainly and openly so there will be no confusion. Peter 

refuses to believe what Jesus is saying. He pulls Jesus aside and confronts him. 

Do you remember how Jesus responds to Peter’s rebuke? Jesus looks into 

Peter’s eyes and says “Get behind me, Satan!” Jesus knows all too well how the 

Enemy works—it would be just like Satan to use Peter as a distraction, to try to 

ambush Jesus using this man who is just like a brother to Jesus. 

The next words Jesus speaks are to his friend. “Peter, you can look at this 

from a flesh and blood point of view. That’s not how God works.” 

Jesus turns from the confrontation with Peter, raises his voice, and speaks to 

the whole crowd that has gathered. Jesus extends an invitation: “If any of you 

want to follow me, you must deny yourself and take up your cross. Those of you 

in this sinful world who are ashamed of me and my words, well I will be 

ashamed of you when my Father comes.” 

That’s a difficult scene. It seems as if Jesus is recruiting some replacements 

because he doubts that the first group will make it to the finish line. 

It is the same invitation offered to the faithful in every generation from the 

first century to today. “If you want to follow me, deny yourself and take up your 

cross.” But how do we know if we’re on the right track? I’m in my fourth decade 
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of following Jesus and I still wonder if I’ve scratched the surface of what it 

means to follow Jesus. 

These days we are glued to the television watching the greatest athletes in 

the world compete. Did you see Red Gerard win the gold last night in Slope 

Style. I listened to the commentators explain what judges look for in that sport—

it was complicated! The performance of every Olympic athlete is measured by 

speed and form and accuracy and strength. But tell me…how do followers of 

Jesus measure our success at taking up our cross daily? 

Dave Barnhart is a pastor who writes a column for a website called Ministry 

Matters. He suggests that Jesus’ first followers heard something very different 

when Jesus said “Take up your cross and follow me.” According to Barnhart: 

   Crucifixion in Jesus’ day was reserved for enemies of the state, so 
Jesus’ summons would have been heard as a call to insurrection. They 
knew that would-be messiahs and revolutionaries who proclaimed a 
new, imminent kingdom of God had said, “Take up your sword and 
follow me.” Some of these rebellions led to huge mass executions by 
crucifixion. 
   So, when Jesus says, “Take up your cross,” he calls his followers to 
do the kinds of swordless, nonviolent things that would lead to 
martyrdom. Stephen, James and Paul all answered that call and died. 
“Take up your cross and follow me” is a call to nonviolent yet 
revolutionary action, the kind that would invite persecution. 
 

Is there anything revolutionary about the way you and I follow Jesus? Do 

the people around us notice from time to time that we seem to follow a different 

set of priorities? That we measure our lives by different standards? 

Here’s how Billy Graham explains Jesus’ call to take up our cross and 

follow him: 
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In Jesus’ day, a cross was a symbol of suffering, and we all have trials 
and afflictions that may be very hard for us to bear—even with God’s 
help. But Jesus meant something far deeper than this when He told 
His disciples to carry their cross. In Jesus’ day, a cross wasn’t just a 
symbol of pain and suffering; it was mainly a symbol of death. What 
Jesus was telling them is that they needed to put to death their own 
plans and desires, and then turn their lives over to Him and do His 
will every day. Don’t be satisfied with anything less, for there is no 
greater joy in life than following Christ every day. 

 

 I love that last sentence: Don’t be satisfied with anything less, for there is 

no greater joy in life than following Christ every day. 

 The very next scene in Mark’s gospel is the mountain top experience. Jesus 

appears in an altered state, standing with Moses who represents the Law and 

Elijah representing the Prophets and we realize that Jesus is the final chapter of 

God’s plan for humankind, that Jesus has come to complete the story. From a 

cloud comes the voice of God: “This is my Son, my Beloved. Listen to him.” 

There is general agreement in the commentaries that God’s words are meant to 

confirm the earlier prediction that Jesus will suffer and die and be raised on the 

third day. 

On their way back down the mountain, Jesus warns Peter, James and John 

that they must be silent about what they have seen until after the resurrection. In 

the blink of an eye they are back down the mountain with everyday ministry 

swirling around them. In the absence of Jesus, the disciples have tried to heal a 

boy suffering from dangerous seizures. They have not been successful so Jesus 

steps in to straighten things out. He listens as a concerned father tells the story of 

his son’s illness. Jesus gives the father hope by telling him that everything is 

possible for those who believe. The father’s response is heartbreakingly hones: 
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“Lord, I believe…help my unbelief.” And then in an example of gospel 

choreography Jesus takes the boy’s hand and raises him to wholeness and health. 

As we celebrate another healing, we are left to imagine that it will be hours later 

before Peter, James and John settle down for the night with time alone to reflect 

on what they had seen on the mountain top that day. 

I appreciate the way Mark draws a contrast between holy encounters on the 

mountaintop and the struggles of everyday life at the bottom of the mountain. We 

can understand why Peter wanted to stay on the mountain a little bit longer, why 

he wanted more time in God’s presence, more time in the company of Jesus and 

Moses and Elijah. We can identify with that. In order to take up our cross daily 

and follow Jesus it is essential that we seek out more time in God’s presence, 

more time to listen deeply for that still, small voice that sustains us for the 

journey of discipleship. 

Next Sunday we will begin our journey into the season of Lent by learning 

new ways to listen for God’s voice. We’ve been at work for some time now on a 

worship series for Lent that creates more opportunities for prayer, teaches new 

ways to reflect on God’s word, and reminds us to listen deeply for the wisdom 

that comes from God and gives purpose to our lives. I hope you will make a 

commitment to be in worship every Sunday during this holy season. Let us pray. 


