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Psalm 99 
Matthew 17:1-9   A TOUCH AND A WORD 
  
I don’t much like scary religion.  There are plenty of people who seem drawn to it, but not me.  Even 
though religion is supposed to be about God, there is a lot of talk in certain quarters about Satan and 
demons and hell and curses.  I don’t much like scary movies either, where my heart is in my throat.  
Actually, some of the scariest movies come about as a combination of religious and scary themes.  
Any Stephen King fans out there?  A lot of his stories are just that kind of combination that will scare 
the dickens out of you.  Did you know that ‘dickens’ is a euphemism for the devil?  See, scary 
religious stories are pretty pervasive.   
  
But our story today doesn’t deal with that evil spooky stuff.  Jesus takes his closest disciples, Peter, 
James, and John with him mountain climbing.  But it proves to be more than just a hike for a view, 
it’s a hike into holy mystery and revelation.  For mystifyingly, the disciples notice Jesus’ face as well 
as his clothes begin to shine.  And then two long-dead people, Moses the great lawgiver and Elijah 
the great prophet, show up for a bit of a chat with the one who is all aglow.  Then Peter, who often 
speaks before he understands what is going on, chimes in with a ‘wow’ statement: “Lord, it is good 
for us to be here; if you wish, I will make three dwellings here, one for you, one for Moses, and one 
for Elijah.”  It sounds like a comment from out of left field, but here they are on a mountain with 
someone glowing and Moses showing up.  It reminds Peter of the story about Mount Sinai when 
Moses received the ten commandments from God, an encounter that left his face all aglow.  That 
was among the events in the wilderness that were recalled with the Jewish festival of booths, so 
Peter’s suggestion of making dwellings is not totally off base.  He doesn’t know how to soak in such 
a strange experience, so he offers to do something.  But at least he is searching for what Jesus wants 
him to do. 
  
Then something else strange happens.  A bright cloud surrounds them – that could quite naturally 
happen on top of a mountain.  But then from the cloud comes a voice, “This is my Son, the Beloved; 
with him I am well pleased; listen to him!”  For those of us reading Matthew, we might remember 
that when Jesus was baptized, there was a voice described as being from heaven that said at that 
time, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.”  But Peter, James, and John 
weren’t around for that earlier heavenly announcement.  So when they hear this statement from the 
cloud, they fall to the ground and are overcome by fear.  Wait a second, no mention of Satan, 
demons, hell, or curses, but with these three falling to the ground in fear, this is holy spooky stuff.  
We are officially into the realm of scary religion. 
  
I don’t get the sense that the voice from the cloud was an angry one, for the message was not 
wrathful or judgmental in any way.  Rather, it was revelatory, identifying who Jesus was.  It was 
guiding, telling them to listen to Jesus.  But still, all of this was well beyond an everyday normal kind 
of experience.  Throughout most of their lives, Peter, James, and John had all been fishermen.  An 
odd kind of day for them was one where their catch was so overwhelming that it couldn’t be hauled 
in.  Well this was an experience they couldn’t haul in.  They are described as being overcome by 
fear.  That thing that Peter had said, “Lord, it is good for us to be here.”  Well, suddenly, not so 
much.   
  
So Jesus comes and touches them.  With so much that seemed unreal happening, here was a touch of 
reassurance.  Quite a number of times in the gospel account, Jesus is described as touching those 
who were physically ill and those people were healed from their ailments.  Was it a stretch to 



consider Jesus touching his three frightened disciples as a healing touch?  They had been told to 
listen to Jesus – what was the first thing he would say to them after that instructional word?  “Get 
up and do not be afraid.”  How many times in the future would that message be appropriate for 
when they were overwhelmed by what was going on around them!  “Get up and do not be afraid.”   
  
Our fears don’t always depart just because they are told to do so.  Fears don’t always listen to 
reason and in this case, it was actually quite reasonable for the disciples to have been afraid.  Here 
was someone they figured knew about heavenly things, but suddenly it was confirmed that he was 
reflecting the very light of heaven.  Here were two figures they had heard about their whole lives 
who suddenly were totally relevant for their day.  Here was God actually speaking directly to them!  
Jesus would certainly understand their falling down in fear.  But he doesn’t want them to stay 
overwhelmed.  He touches them and tells them, “Get up and do not be afraid.”  Someone else who 
tells us not to be afraid may have little authority to do so.  But this is the One who when he speaks, 
things happen.  This is the One who had loved them into a new way of being.  Yes, here was One 
who was getting his followers to trade in old certainties for new ones, but who was sticking with 
them while they were doing so.   
  
After Jesus touches them and speaks to them, the disciples look around and realize, Moses and 
Elijah were no longer there.  The cloud was gone too.  Perhaps the glow on Jesus’ face and clothes 
had faded as well.  There is just Jesus with them.  And he makes it a bit easier on them when he 
instructs them not to tell anyone about the vision until later.  A vision - is that what it was?  The 
three disciples must have checked with one another to see if they had all experienced the same 
thing.  But they would keep it to themselves for now. 
  
But I wonder, as the initial shock of their experience began to wear off, whether there was 
something from those events, that vision that was deeply unnerving.  No longer could their religion 
just be a peripheral part of their lives.  No longer could they pretend that the law and the prophets 
that comprised their scripture had little actual bearing on their lives.  Never again could they tell 
themselves that it didn’t matter that much to God what they did.  Selective paying attention to what 
Jesus was telling and showing them was no longer really an option. 
  
A religion that has next to no impact on how we live our lives – that could never really be scary.  But 
a religion that changes our ultimate allegiance away from ourselves, that tells us to listen to and do 
what Jesus tells us?  That’s sort of scary.   But Jesus knows that.  And in a way, he still touches us and 
speaks to us, telling us to get up and not to be afraid.  He doesn’t want our hearts to be in our 
throats – instead he wants them in his hands.  He’s not interested in startling us to high heavens.  
But he does want to start us toward a type of living where the high heavens shape our lives on 
mountaintops and in deep valleys.  Such a thing can be unnerving.  But Jesus wants us to get to the 
point where we can say from the top to the bottom of our hearts what Peter said, “Lord, it is good 
for us, you and your followers, to be here.”  Yes, it is.     
  
 


