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WHERE THE FAMILIAR AND UNFAMILIAR MEET 
Pastor Jim Dunn 

 

Mark 9:2-9 

The Transfiguration 

2 And after six days Jesus took with him Peter and James and John, and led them up a 

high mountain by themselves. And he was transfigured before them, 3 and his clothes 

became radiant, intensely white, as no one on earth could bleach them. 4 And there 

appeared to them Elijah with Moses, and they were talking with Jesus. 5 And Peter said 

to Jesus, “Rabbi, it is good that we are here. Let us make three tents, one for you and 

one for Moses and one for Elijah.” 6 For he did not know what to say, for they were 

terrified. 7 And a cloud overshadowed them, and a voice came out of the cloud, “This 

is my beloved Son; listen to him.” 8 And suddenly, looking around, they no longer saw 

anyone with them but Jesus only. 

9 And as they were coming down the mountain, he charged them to tell no one what 

they had seen, until the Son of Man had risen from the dead. 

 

In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen. 

Please look at the picture on the front of the 

service folder. There’s a woman and a man in 

the middle. Right behind them are angels. Now, 

the angels are part of a large painting on a 

wall. Are the woman and the man standing in 

front of the wall, or are they part of the 

painting? Here are some clues. The wall 

painting is at the entrance of the Gold-Domed 

Cathedral of St. Michael in Kiev, Ukraine. This cathedral was actually demolished in 

1934. The Soviets wanted to make room for some new government buildings.  
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But when Ukraine became free in 1991, there was immediate interest in rebuilding the 

Cathedral of St. Michael. In 1999 it was rebuilt. But it was rebuilt to look like it did 900 

years ago. This woman and man were not part of the wall painting 900 years ago, so 

they’re not part of it today. But will young people like this woman and man once 

again worship in this cathedral? Will they come for worship? Will they see themselves 

as part of this painting? The Soviets taught the Ukrainians that there is no God. The 

young people of Ukraine do not trust the leaders of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church. 

Those leaders were guilty of working with the Soviets. On top of that, there is a civil war 

in Ukraine. The wall painting with angels makes us think of the old, familiar Ukraine.  It 

was a country that had once been full of beautiful churches and people who had 

been very religious. There is the old, and then there is the new. The young woman and 

young man make us think of Ukraine today. A country very different from what it had 

been… a country with a troubling present and an uncertain and unfamiliar future. 

Here in this picture we see the old and the new meet. The familiar meets the 

unfamiliar.   

 

The familiar meets the unfamiliar. Peter, James, and John were familiar with Jesus 

getting away to pray. In other words, they were used to it. And Jesus had brought 

them along with Him before, leaving the other disciples behind. That too was familiar. 

And a mountain was a good place to get away from the crowds and to have some 

private time to pray. So, when Jesus took Peter, James, and John along with Him up a 

mountain, it probably felt to them familiar and comfortable and old hat.  

 

But the familiar was about to meet the unfamiliar. The old was about to meet the new. 

On that mountain that day Jesus was transfigured in front of them. Jesus changed. His 

appearance changed to look like He was on fire with a white-hot fire. And they had 

never seen Jesus look like that. Then, there suddenly appeared two men. Two men 

they had never seen before, because these two men, Moses and Elijah, had gone to 

heaven hundreds of years before. Then, a thick cloud came down around them on 

the mountaintop. A voice spoke to them from that cloud. That had never happened 

to them before either. This experience was completely new and unfamiliar to Peter, 

James, and John. 
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They were terrified. Verse 6: “They were terrified.” They were scared. They were afraid. 

That’s what the new and the unfamiliar can do to us. They terrify us.  

 

Now, I doubt that’s what Jesus intended to happen. But His ministry had reached a 

critical point, and He needed to get that message across to them. From this point on, 

Jesus’ ministry would clearly not be what they wanted. He was headed for Jerusalem 

and suffering and death. And if anyone would look at that situation from the disciples’ 

point of view, it was clearly not what they wanted. But Jesus had already given them a 

taste of what His ministry was all about. He had already sent them out two by two to 

teach others, to help others follow Him.  

 

That is still our task today. To follow Jesus and to help others follow Him, to make 

disciples. That task faces us with the new and the unfamiliar. A new generation of 

young women and young men to reach with the Gospel. New challenges. New 

opportunities. And nowhere in this task does Jesus call us to see things from our point of 

view. It’s not about us or about what we want. It’s about Jesus and the work He calls 

us to do of pointing others to Him and helping them follow Jesus.  

Terrifying? You bet!! The new and the unfamiliar terrify all of us. Peter, James, and John 

were terrified of the new and the unfamiliar they met on that mountain of 

transfiguration. 

 

So, Peter wanted to stick with what was old and familiar and comfortable. “Let us 

make three tents,” he said, “one for You and one for Moses and one for Elijah.” Tents. 

Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, Jacob and Leah and Rachel had lived in 

tents. For forty years Israel had lived in tents on the journey to the Promised Land. And 

for one week every year the Jews again lived in tents. During the Feast of Tents, the 

Feast of Tabernacles, the Feast of Booths. The Jews’ understanding of the coming of 

the Messiah was connected to the Feast of Booths. Well, the Messiah has come, Peter 

was thinking… let’s build some booths, some tents. Faced with the new and the 

unfamiliar and the terrifying, Peter wanted to build some tents; to stick with what was 

old, familiar, and comfortable. 
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That is what we all would rather do as we’re faced with the unfamiliar and new and 

terrifying future we’re walking into, and all of the new challenges it poses for this 

ministry. And there’s nothing wrong with the old and the familiar. It just wasn’t the right 

time to fall back on the old and familiar. Peter was interrupted by the voice from the 

cloud: “This is My beloved Son. Listen to Him.”  

 

These words were intended to both redirect Peter and to bring them comfort in their 

fear. For if there is one comfort amid the new and unfamiliar and terrifying it’s Jesus’ 

Words, God’s Word. God’s Word was the comfort of our German ancestors. When 

they came to this country they were faced with the new and unfamiliar and terrifying. 

They had never worshiped in English. They didn’t even believe they could express their 

faith in English. They had never sung What a Friend We Have in Jesus. They didn’t have 

worship folders on Sunday. They didn’t have Sunday School. That wouldn’t be 

invented until about 1900. They had no boards or church councils. They had a bishop. 

But soon after they arrived the bishop got into serious trouble, was defrocked, and sent 

across the river to Illinois. Many of these German Lutherans thought they needed to 

return to Germany, because they had no bishop. But they still had God’s Word, their 

comfort in facing this new and unfamiliar situation, and God’s Word led them through 

that terrifying time, led them to stay here even without a bishop.  

 

But not only do we have God’s Word as our comfort (“Listen to Him”). We have Jesus 

standing beside us. “And suddenly looking around, Peter, James, and John no longer 

saw anyone with them but Jesus only.” Jesus stood beside them amid the new and 

unfamiliar and terrifying. And in the future when they were faced with still other 

situations that were new and unfamiliar and terrifying for them, they could trust that 

Jesus still stood beside them because Jesus Himself had faced what was new and 

unfamiliar and terrifying to Him when He carried our fears, our sins, our grief, our dying, 

our death.  

 

Jesus stands beside us as we are faced with the new and the unfamiliar. Resurrected 

from the dead, transfigured, radiant, bright and shining, Jesus is our north star guiding 

and comforting us through what is new and unfamiliar and terrifying. Through His Word, 

Jesus, our bright and shining north star, moves our eyes beyond ourselves and what we 

want.  He moves us to follow Him and focuses us on helping others to follow Him.  
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Through His Word, Jesus, our bright and morning star, moves our eyes to see our 

ministry through the eyes of those who will on the Last Day stand beside us, because 

we helped them see Jesus and helped them follow Him and helped them become 

part of that wall painting, helped them become one with the angels.     Amen 


