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Today we celebrate Transfiguration Sunday to mark the end of the Season of 

Epiphany. The word transfiguration itself is a word that really is not used outside of a 

spiritual context. However, the original Greek word used here is the basis for our 

English word metamorphosis. This is a term we understand better. We can name all 

kinds of things that go through a process of change. Most notably a caterpillar goes 

through metamorphosis to become a butterfly.  

We talk about it figuratively with children as they grow up and discover their own sense 

of identity, personality, and sense of purpose in life. As adults in their lives, we watch 

for those moments and say, “they are coming into their own.” As a way of marking that 

change and growth. Even if we don’t understand these changes, we seek to love them 

unconditionally and celebrate their uniqueness.   

Those are the positive ways that we experience such metamorphosis in the world. But 

such blooming of one’s identity can also be stifled by the harsh ways that the world 

seeks to force others to conform and be quote, unquote “Normal”. Societally, we have 

come a long way since the 1800s when there were “Ugly laws” on the books making it 

a crime to be deformed, handicapped, or mentally disabled in public. It wasn’t until the 

Americans with Disabilities Act of 1973 that Ugly Laws were finally stopped. Today we 

defend children to be themselves and be at home in their bodies and minds. We are 

changing our language to talk about differently abled or temporarily able-bodied 

instead of disabled. We say neurodivergent instead of mentally disabled. We celebrate 

individual expression and advocate to remove the lingering stigmas attached to mental 

illness, autism and people with both physical and intellectual differences to name a few.  

We are learning more and more that people need to be loved and accepted for their 

whole selves. We need to adapt to them, not the other way around. Their life 
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experience is not a sin or a sign that God loves them any less. I celebrate the fact the 

East Church for many decades has embraced the motto “whoever you are and 

wherever you are on life’s journey, you are welcome here.” We have done a lot of work 

in different ways to create a loving and open environment for people of all kinds and 

abilities to find a spiritual home here. It is a mission of this church that we continue to 

live into, as well.  

The longing to be fully seen for who we are, without shame, guilt or rejection is 

something that even Jesus seemed to experience. The story of the transfiguration 

reminds us that when Jesus took on human form, he covered up his true divine identity. 

He hid or masked part of his divine identity to pass here on earth as an ordinary 

person. People caught glimpses of it and wondered out loud at times, but he often 

denied it publicly or just didn’t answer. 

Often this story of the Transfiguration emphasizes the divine revelation of Jesus’ 

identity. But today, I want to look at the human aspect of this story and consider some 

important ways it shows us ways to support someone who might be trying to live more 

fully into their identity as autistic, or living openly with a mental illness or any number of 

other hidden realities of their whole self.  

Have you ever asked yourself, “why did Jesus only bring these three disciples?” I think 

it points to the fact that sometimes it’s a privilege to be given knowledge that not 

everyone is able to accept. It takes a high degree of trust to share such personal 

truths. It is also plausible that even with that trusted knowledge our friends may not 

always know how to react. Peter was confused and talked like a fool as he was trying 

to understand what this revelation really meant.  

The appearance of Moses and Elijah for us as humans may be the importance to seek 

support from people who are like us. Moses and Elijah both had extraordinary 

experiences with the divine. Moses even had the radiant face from standing in God’s 

presence that he too had to mask or veil from the average person. Elijah was taken up 
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to heaven by a chariot and saw God from the cleft of the rock. These great leaders 

become the wise council for Jesus as he is about to face his biggest challenge and 

rejection by the world. Today we see organizations that offer support groups for all 

kinds of life circumstances to be that wise council for others as they learn to live with or 

support a family member living with autism, dementia, cancer, MS, long COVID, to 

name a few.  

We hear God’s voice reaffirm Jesus again “this is my son, the Beloved, Listen to him.” 

It mirrors the need of every person to be loved and affirmed when a new revelation of 

who they are happens. We all want that love and support. The phrase, “Listen to him” 

reminds us to hear the stories and insights that only the person who has lived with this 

can offer. Believe them when they share their struggles and needs. We too can grow in 

love and understanding by hearing their stories or imagine life in their shoes. Such 

compassionate listening is a benefit to all.  

Finally, we see Jesus and the three disciples collectively transformed by this 

experience. They descend down the mountain, back into the chaos of everyday life 

with a deeply shared revelation and closer bond. The struggles and rejection Jesus is 

about to experience is given new meaning for these three disciples. Peter, James and 

John ponder the full meaning of what they have seen and experienced. It is not until 

the day of Resurrection or maybe not till Pentecost that this experience is more fully 

understood by them. Even so, I think this experience helped them to hold onto their 

faith in Jesus even when the whole world was turning against him.  

Showing your true self or sharing a part of you that the world finds hard to accept is a 

brave act. It is something that even Jesus kept from his disciples except a small group 

of trusted friends. We believe that Jesus is fully human and fully divine, yet we forget 

that very few people actually experienced the fullness of his divinity before his death 

and resurrection.  
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Today we celebrate the many ways we encounter the divinity of Christ in our lives. In 

worship, through prayer, forgiveness, and grace, and even in the stranger we seek to 

care for, we find Jesus there. 

This is the mystery of the Thin Places, where the divine and earthly realms co-mingle. 

The experiences of everyday life where the divine light of Christ shines through and we 

too are transformed. Let us continue to create environments where we can let our 

guard or our mask down and reveal a part of our deeper selves to one another, for it is 

there that we will also experience the Thin Place and catch a glimpse of the divine 

among us and in each other.    

 

Postscript: 

This sermon was inspired after I heard a presentation from the Minister of Disability 

and Mental Illness (UCC), Rev. Dr. Sarah Griffith Lund earlier this week. She shared 

the importance of churches to become WISE Churches who are Welcoming, Inclusive, 

Supportive and Engaged (WISE) in ministry to people living with mental illness. She 

also talked about ways of becoming an A2A church which focuses on tearing down 

barriers and creating a church community that is Accessible To All both physically, 

mentally and emotionally accessible – A2A. These are ministry development programs 

offered to care for people who are seeking a faith community that loves and accepts 

them just as they are.  

With these matters in mind let us lift up and pray for people we know who live with 

mental health concerns, physical barriers, or long-term illness.  

For more information on these ministry development programs go to:  

www.uccdm.org for more information on A2A ministries and the disability ministries of 

the UCC.  

www.mhn-ucc.org for more information on WISE Church and mental health ministries. 

http://www.uccdm.org/
http://www.mhn-ucc.org/

