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I wonder if we look for the unexpected or do we assume that 

life will never surprise us? If life is a constant, operating within 

known parameters or boundaries, then we know how to cope 

with it. It’s safe, we have been there before and we know 

exactly what to do.  I am not thinking here of the surprise 

birthday party or that unexpected but welcomed gift, but 

surprises in the form of challenges that are all part of life’s 

experience. In one way, surprises can be positive, giving us 

energy and motivating us to think that bit more creatively, but 

we are not always ready to deal with it. It can upset our 

equilibrium, there is an edge to it that might take us out of our 

comfort zone, it rocks the balance of our routine and we end up 

having to think differently.  

I am aware that some people do seem to cope better with the 

unexpected than others. It is part of who they are. They take it 

in their stride and move on to face the challenge. They rise to 

the occasion, dealing with the questions that are raised in their 

own minds and making the decisions that need to be made. 

They are good people to know! For other people, their response 

is one of indecision or even panic. I have not been here before 

and I am unsure what to do next.  This is not part of my normal 

experience, the maps I am reading I don’t understand and the 

road signs of life, point in directions and to places I have never 

heard of.  

In the bible, big things happened on hills and Mark in chapter 

nine gives us just one example. Still rocking from Peter’s 

declaration of Jesus messiah-ship and what that actually meant  

and then Jesus own words about suffering, carrying crosses, 

loosing life by saving it and following him; as they are still trying 

to comprehend all of that, Jesus takes Peter James and John, 

the inner circle of the disciples, up a high mountain.  Is it 

another day in the hills or did they expect the unexpected? 

Well, with Jesus around, you never knew what was going to 

happen! But they were in a big surprise.  

The story of the transfiguration, as it is known, is associated 

with Mount Tabor. The venue is unimportant, the big question 

is, what is this surprise actually all about and how did these 

disciples cope with the unexpected? Hold in your minds the fact 

that afterwards, Jesus said to them, don’t tell anyone about this. 

This is a story for after the resurrection. By all means impress 

your friends, but wait till you can make some sense out of it. 

What is the first thing you want to do when something 

extraordinary has happens to you? Tell everybody! I wonder if 

the secret was kept.  

The incident recorded by Mark has been carefully put together 

with a very specific purpose, to parallel the greatest story in the 

history of ancient Israel. The story begins with a hill climb. This 

is a place that needs effort to get to. There was a journey 

involved. Discipleship is a bit like that. Why should it come easy? 



Carrying crosses, loosing life and following Jesus, never is. Then 

imagine the scene; some form of light, I like to think of this 

taking place at night, it would far more dramatic, a vision of 

Elijah and Moses and the voice of God that speaks to Peter, 

James and John about who Jesus is. 

To understand what is going on, we need to go back more than 

a thousand years before Jesus. If we are to move this story from 

the weird to the significant, we need to scratch the surface of 

the history of the people of Israel. Then we will know why it is 

no coincidence, that Jesus is joined on the mountain side by 

Moses and Elijah, symbolising the law and the prophets.  

To Mark’s  Jewish readers, they would have already grasped 

what is going on here; transported back to the Exodus, to Mt 

Sinai, where Moses received the Ten Commandments; to them 

the parallels would be obvious. On Mount Sinai, Moses was also 

transfigured, it was brief and it faded, and, the presence of God 

was also there in cloud and in voice. Mark is saying, here is 

Jesus, the new Moses, confirmed by the voice of God at his 

baptism and seen in the glory of the transfiguration that was his 

own glory, that will never fade.   

Here is the beginning of a new Exodus, embodied not in law but 

in the resurrection. Peter, James and John are being given a 

sneak preview of what is to come, the glorification of Christ in 

resurrection and the confirmation of Peter’s declaration that 

Jesus is indeed the Messiah. Transfiguration is like holding up a 

mirror to the crucifixion and seeing the other side that beyond 

life and death there is victory.  

However, the disciples didn’t always get it and they clearly 

didn’t here!  On the way down the hillside the questions and 

uncertainties all come tumbling out; about Jesus rising from 

death; that was not part of the plan; they believed all the 

righteous would be resurrected at once when God’s ushered in 

his new Kingdom and what is this about Elijah, was he not 

meant to come back first?  In Jewish tradition God buried Moses 

and Elijah never died, so both were expected to prepare the 

way for the Messiah. Jesus responds by making cryptic 

references to John the Baptist.  In the journey of following 

Jesus, we will have as many questions and sometimes the 

answers from God are cryptic, only becoming clear at some 

future time.  

On the mountain side, the bold Peter blurts out, maybe the first 

thing that comes into his head, let’s make some tents! What is 

that all about? You cannot keep the glory of God in a tent! Can 

you? As Moses and the people of God travelled through the 

wildernesses; in a strange way, God was seen to be with them in 

the tent that hosted the Ark of the Covenant with the Ten 

Commandments inside.  Anyway, before any tents could be 

built, the vision disappears. Sometimes we are given just a 

glimpse of what lies ahead, the rest of the journey we travel in 

faith.  



In response to the unexpected, they did not know what to say. 

Would we be any different? I suspect not. Have you not been in 

a situation; caught unawares, taken by surprise and not knowing 

what to say, so you end up saying something that on reflection, 

you wish you had just kept quiet! You look back, you cringe and 

are embarrassed. You’re equivalent of, let’s make some tents.  

This story has been carefully crafted to connect with the past 

and point to the future. It is a story of the unexpected and I 

believe we need to open to being surprised by God today. To let 

him make connections that we would not otherwise make, and 

to see in those surprises and connections, the work of the spirit 

of God. Amen. 

 


