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I don’t know if any of you watched the Grammy’s last weekend. I usually don’t but I 
have a Taylor Swift fan in the house (I mean besides me) and she wanted to watch for a 
bit. I’ve been aware that a country star, Luke Combs, had covered one of my favorite 
songs – Fast Car, by Tracy Chapman, but I hadn’t heard the cover and then it turned out 
that for the first time in 15 years, Tracy Chapman was going to sing that song live at the 
Grammy’s with Luke Combs. 
  
Now, I don’t know if you know the song – it is a heartbreaking, beautiful song about a 
woman dealing with the blows that come in her life and the moments when she thought 
maybe life was going to be different. She sings “I remember we were driving, driving in 
my car, speeding so fast I felt like I was drunk and the city lights spread out before us 
and your arm felt nice around my shoulder and I had a feeling that I belonged, I had a 
feeling I could be someone.” She’s holding on to that moment, that one moment, when 
she felt like she belonged. 
  
And at the Grammy’s on Sunday night, Tracy, a queer black woman from Cleveland, 
sang that song of wistful belonging alongside Luke Combs, a straight white man from a 
small town in North Carolina, in front of an audience of people of all kinds of different 
backgrounds, people who honestly have a LOT of differences, who were standing up in 
the audience singing this song at the top of their lungs. And there I was, so far away 
from that room, but I could still feel my heart swell up and my chest shake a bit at this 
moment where in such a divided country, in such a divided world, there was this 
moment to glimpse a deeper truth. A truth that we all want to belong, we all want to 
feel like we could be someone – not someone famous, but someone who matters, 
someone who belongs, someone who is loved. 
  
I think when I get that feeling in my chest, it’s often a sign of some truth I know at the 
very core of my being but can’t really put it into the right words. It’s a truth that feels 
bigger and more mysterious than anything my brain can fully put straight. It’s the kind of 
truth that feels like a bit of God’s kingdom is being revealed here on earth. 
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In our scripture this morning, we are invited into a true in-breaking of God's kingdom on 
earth. This scripture offers us the opportunity to imagine what that must have been like 
and consider if we have ever experienced anything like it ourselves. Now, let me be 
clear, I’m not comparing Tracy Chapman and Luke Combs singing directly to the 
transfiguration of Jesus. But I do think there is something about the feeling I felt in that 
moment, as well as at other times in my life, that are certainly on a much smaller scale 
than the transfiguration, but are in their own way connected. 
  
Let's back up and look at the scripture a bit. Because it's helpful to know that right 
before our reading for today, in chapter 8, Jesus asked the disciples who people were 
saying he was. They answered “people say you're a prophet.” But then he asks them 
who they say he is and Peter answers, “you are the messiah.”  So, we know before this 
mountain moment the disciples have started to believe Jesus is the Messiah.  
 

And then let's pay attention to the fact that when they come down off the mountain 
they are 2 short chapters from entering Jerusalem on Palm Sunday. Things are going to 
get very serious, very quickly. Everything the disciples think about who Jesus is, is going 
to come into question, and they are going to have to decide if they really believe he is 
the Messiah.   
 
So then, back to today's scripture, today's moment, we have a few disciples, on top of a 
mountain with Jesus, who witness something they could never have imagined and 
certainly had no words to describe. What could they call it? What words would do it 
justice? Who would believe them? How would you go about trying to explain a dazzling 
light, the appearance of dead prophets and the sound of God’s voice? There are plenty 
of theologians who go into depth about all the symbolism in this story with Moses and 
Elijah and mountaintops. There is a lot to talk about with regards to what this all means 
theologically for who Jesus is and the journey he is on. 
  
But today I’d like to focus on what it must have been like for the disciples to see Jesus 
become something so wholly “other” on the mountain, while still being the man they 
knew. What did they think was happening when suddenly Moses and Elijah, the most 
formative foundational people of their faith, who also happened to be long dead, were 
standing there? What it must have felt like to hear God’s voice say “This is my Son, the 
Beloved. Listen to him?”  
 

It’s not hard to understand why Peter wanted to stay on the mountain – to build 
dwellings or shrines to Moses, Elijah and Jesus. Maybe he thought this was it - this is 
what it meant that Jesus was the Messiah. That they would bring people to worship him 
on the mountaintop. It's not the craziest leap of an idea. 
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The scripture does tell us they were terrified, but that word seems like a container for so 
many emotions they must have felt: terrified, confused, overwhelmed, amazed, 
astonished. How should they have made sense of what they were witnessing? 

 

And as fast as it began, it was over, and they headed down the mountain where Jesus 
told them not to say anything about it to anyone until he had been resurrected. And it 
makes sense for them to have waited to share this with people because this bizarre 
story does make at least a little more sense in the context of Jesus’ resurrection. Maybe 
the people who heard it, in the context of a risen savior, wouldn’t automatically dismiss 
them as crazy. 
  
Because really, even after the resurrection, this is a story one might consider keeping to 
oneself. How do you tell this story in a way that it will connect to others? This is the kind 
of outrageous claim you would only tell if it was something you felt compelled to share; 
if you were so moved you couldn’t keep it a secret. You would only tell a story like this if 
you had hope that other people know something about moments that are hard to put 
into words; other people have also experienced this kind of feeling in their heart – the 
kind that words only do so much to explain. 
  
We aren’t always all that comfortable with this part of faith as Presbyterians. We tend 
to be heavy on the intellect. We like reason and sense and order. We want good, well 
thought out theology which answers questions clearly. We are eager to include scientific 
learnings and research in our understanding of the universe and we believe God gave us 
minds so we could put them to good use learning about the world around us. This is all 
good. 
  
But, it is not everything. 
  
Theologian Shirley Guthrie says, “Our talk about the truth of the Christian faith will be 
unconvincing to ourselves and to other people if we cannot talk about it in a way that 
makes sense, but it will be equally unconvincing if we cannot talk about how it has 
touched our hearts.” 

  
Ultimately, as much as we explain, reason, and bring to order, there are still going to be 
stories of our faith, like this supernatural sounding transfiguration, which will “make us 
uncomfortable every time we hear them. But they are in the Bible to remind us of the 
basic faith affirmation that there is more to reality than we can see, touch, or imagine. 
(These stories) are reminders of that basic biblical truth, that genius of Hebrew religion, 
that there is a God who is not one of us, a God who is "holy"–which means "other"–a 
God whose "otherness" stands over against our humanness.”  
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Ultimately, all the theology books in the world can’t stir that feeling in the chest of most 
people (I’m not going to say none, as I have met a few). That feeling - the wonder and 
mystery of getting even the smallest glimpse into God’s presence is so powerful that 
analyzing it, diminishes it.  Intellectual explanations have their place, but cannot serve as 
a substitute for that unexplainable welling up in the chest where we experience a 
knowing, a truth, a connection, a belonging.  And all the words in the world will never be 
a replacement for opening ourselves up to how we can be transformed and transfigured 
by the power of the Holy Spirit in the moments that grab our hearts and stretch them a 
bit.  
  
Which is why a better question may be, not how would the disciples explain this 
moment to other people, but how did this moment change them? How did they come 
down the mountaintop differently than who they went up? 

 

The truth is I don’t know. I don't know exactly what this moment on the mountaintop 
meant for James, John and Peter. I don't know how they would have been different 
without it. I don’t know if without it they would have had more doubts about who Jesus 
was or if this experience was part of what buoyed them up when they were lost and 
confused after Jesus died. I don’t know if this is what they held on to for courage when 
they went out to share their story. But I have to imagine it did at least some. I mean, 
once they saw Jesus in this new way, once they heard God’s voice, once their eyes and 
ears were broken open to this new reality, I can only imagine it was easier for them to 
see Jesus and hear God in other places. I can only imagine a light that blinding changes 
your eyes forever. 
 

Which then becomes the question for us. When we have moments of real connection, 
belonging, knowing, how do they change us? When we get a glimpse of God’s kingdom 
breaking in, how does it shape and change us? This might mean really big moments in 
our lives - moments so undeniable that they change the trajectory of our lives entirely. 
But I think it's just as interesting to consider what we do with the smaller moments that 
come up unexpectedly, overwhelm us, and may be gone just as quickly. Moments that 
are something small, like an unexpected performance at the Grammy’s, holding a 
grandchild, walking in the woods, baking cookies with your mom, singing at the top of 
your lungs at a concert, holding the hand of someone you love, or a thousand others - 
some of which pass entirely unnoticed and some which catch in our chest with that 
unexplainable feeling. What do we do with those moments where we recognize 
something deeper and truer about who we are created to be individually and together? 

 

 



5 
 

After all, a life of faith is a lot of things. It is worship – the act of worshipping and 
praising God regularly. It is study – reading the scriptures and taking them into our 
hearts. It is serving – reaching out to people in need with our hands and feet. It is 
praying – holding up to God our deepest joys and concerns.  
 

And, a life of faith is also paying attention to the moments when our hearts well up and 
remind us of something we have few or no words to express. A life of faith is deciding 
how we will let those glimpses of something deeper and truer change and transform us. 
A life of faith is paying attention to the moments that awaken our souls to God in the 
world and God in each other - to know our belonging and help others to feel they 
belong too. A life of faith is the hard work of figuring out how we keep our souls awake 
and connected even when we aren’t on the mountain.   Amen.  
 

  
 

 


