
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Last Sunday after the Epiphany
Year A

RCL

 
Exodus 24:12-18
Psalm 2
Matthew 17:1-9

The Collect

O God, who before the passion of your onlybegotten Son revealed his glory upon

the holy mountain: Grant to us that we, beholding by faith the light of his counte-

nance, may be strengthened to bear our cross, and be changed into his likeness from

glory to glory; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the

Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.
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Exodus 24:12-18

The LORD said to Moses, “Come up to me on the mountain, and wait there; and I will

give you the tablets of stone, with the law and the commandment, which I have written 

for their instruction.” So Moses set out with his assistant Joshua, and Moses went up 

into the mountain of God. To the elders he had said, “Wait here for us, until we come to 

you again; for Aaron and Hur are with you; whoever has a dispute may go to them.”

Then Moses went up on the mountain, and the cloud covered the mountain. The glo-

ry of the LORD settled on Mount Sinai, and the cloud covered it for six days; on the sev-

enth day he called to Moses out of the cloud. Now the appearance of the glory of the 

LORD was like a devouring fire on the top of the mountain in the sight of the people of 

Israel. Moses entered the cloud, and went up on the mountain. Moses was on the moun-

tain for forty days and forty nights.
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Psalm 2

Quare fremuerunt gentes?

1 Why are the nations in an uproar? *
Why do the peoples mutter empty threats?

2 Why do the kings of the earth rise up in revolt,
and the princes plot together, *
against the LORD and against his Anointed?

3 “Let us break their yoke,” they say; *
“let us cast off their bonds from us.”

4 He whose throne is in heaven is laughing; *
the Lord has them in derision.

5 Then he speaks to them in his wrath, *
and his rage fills them with terror.

6 “I myself have set my king *
upon my holy hill of Zion.”

7 Let me announce the decree of the LORD: *
he said to me, “You are my Son;
this day have I begotten you.

8 Ask of me, and I will give you the nations for your inheritance *
and the ends of the earth for your possession.

9 You shall crush them with an iron rod *
and shatter them like a piece of pottery.”

10 And now, you kings, be wise; *
be warned, you rulers of the earth.

11 Submit to the LORD with fear, *
and with trembling bow before him;

12 Lest he be angry and you perish; *
for his wrath is quickly kindled.

13 Happy are they all *
who take refuge in him!
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2 Peter 1:16-21

We did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to you the power 

and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we had been eyewitnesses of his majesty. For 

he received honor and glory from God the Father when that voice was conveyed to him 

by the Majestic Glory, saying, “This is my Son, my Beloved, with whom I am well 

pleased.” We ourselves heard this voice come from heaven, while we were with him on 

the holy mountain.

So we have the prophetic message more fully confirmed. You will do well to be at-

tentive to this as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning 

star rises in your hearts. First of all you must understand this, that no prophecy of scrip-

ture is a matter of one’s own interpretation, because no prophecy ever came by human 

will, but men and women moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God.
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Matthew 17:1-9

Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and his brother John and led 

them up a high mountain, by themselves. And he was transfigured before them, and his 

face shone like the sun, and his clothes became dazzling white. Suddenly there appeared

to them Moses and Elijah, talking with him. Then Peter said to Jesus, “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.” While he was still speaking, suddenly a bright cloud over-

shadowed them, and from the cloud a voice said, “This is my Son, the Beloved; with 

him I am well pleased; listen to him!” When the disciples heard this, they fell to the 

ground and were overcome by fear. But Jesus came and touched them, saying, “Get up 

and do not be afraid.” And when they looked up, they saw no one except Jesus himself 

alone.

As they were coming down the mountain, Jesus ordered them, “Tell no one about the

vision until after the Son of Man has been raised from the dead.”
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SERMON

What you accept as true determines the decisions you make. If you habitually get 

your news from Fox News, you accept one narrative of the world in which we live. If 

you are an MSNBC watcher, you accept a different narrative. If you believe that it's “us 

against them” you will make one sort of decisions. If you see all of us as part of the 

family of God, you will make different decisions. Where do you look for guidance on 

what is true? Which way is up? It makes all the difference.

A decision made upon our personal assumptions about how the world works and 

how we fit into it is called a decision a priori. A priori is Latin for “what came before”. 

A decision a priori is one proceeding from a known or assumed cause to a necessarily 

related effect. This is where the slopes get slippery. Decisions made a priori are based 

on things that are assumed to be true. They may not be. 

One of my Facebook friends posted a link to last Sunday's sermon that got an inter-

esting comment. The comment was something like, “I've tried to do the right thing all 

my life without the least speck of Christianity.” Interesting, huh? The commentor is say-

ing, “Everybody knows what the right thing to do is in every situation, and we don't 

need an invisible man in the sky to tell us what that is.” Hmmmm. Failing to acknowl-

edge the a priori assumptions upon which we base our decisions can lead to real trou-

ble. People, being the muddled sort of creatures we are, are very likely to confuse the 

ways of our community with ideas of right and wrong. The commentor who insisted 

that she had tried all her life to do the right thing without the least speck of Christianity 

might really be saying that she has tried all her life to do things the way her community 

taught her. She believes that she has access to absolutes of right and wrong behavior just

by virtue of her own virtue and that of her community. She has made an idol of her 

community and of herself. We all do this. We mistake our way for the right way, then 

congratulate ourselves on our good behavior. It's only when we look up, when we see 

ourselves and our fellows, as part of the family of God, that we can divorce ourselves 
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from the very human need to follow the lead of our individual communities. If you have

always been taught that bunny rabbits spread the flu, you will be in favor of rabbit ex-

termination plans. If you think bunny rabbits have nothing to do with flu, you'll stand up

for the rights of cute little bunny rabbits. The teachings of our communities have to be 

examined in light of the teachings of Jesus.

I saw a great example on TV a few weeks ago of how strong is the need to follow the

lead of the group. We were in a doctor's office. Everyone there, except one, was in on 

the joke. Periodically, a gong sounded and everyone in the office (except the one who 

wasn't in on the joke) stood. The one not in on the joke watched this happen several 

times, then began to follow the lead of the rest, standing when the gong sounded. Going

along with the group is the easy way. Following the lead of God requires effort.

In the Transfiguration, our Gospel passage, we read:

While he was still speaking, suddenly a bright cloud overshadowed them,
and from the cloud a voice said, “This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I
am well pleased; listen to him!”

“Listen to him!” Why would we need to listen to Jesus if we are capable of choosing

the right and rejecting the wrong all by ourselves? And why do these encounters with

the divine seem to occur so frequently on inconvenient mountain tops?

The  LORD said to Moses,  “Come up to me on the mountain, and wait
there; and I will give you the tablets of stone, with the law and the com-
mandment, which I have written for their instruction.” So Moses set out
with his assistant Joshua, and Moses went up into the mountain of God.

Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and his brother John
and led them up a high mountain, by themselves.

Could the Old Testament writers and Matthew be telling us that finding the good re-

quires effort and involves overcoming great obstacles? Could it be that we are being 

told that finding the way of God involves looking up for guidance rather than focusing 

on the ways of our community? I believe we are being told just that. Doing good in-
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volves, very often, departing from the ways of our community to follow the actual call 

of God to each of us. Doing good requires that we look up for guidance. Failing to do 

so, substituting instead the “regular way” of our community, led to the genocide of the 

Native Americans, the horrors of slavery, the “final solution” against the Jews, and the 

other regrettable shenanigans we involve ourselves in. 

I came across this on the Internet the other day:

When I was in 7th grade, our teacher put on a video and told us to 
take notes. Ten minutes in, she threw the lights on and shouted at 
Steven Webb Sladki, telling him he wasn't taking notes and he should 
have been. But the thing was, Steve was taking notes. I saw it. We all 
saw it. The teacher asked if anyone wanted to stand up for Steve. A few
of us choked out some words of defense but were immediately 
squashed. Quickly, we were all very silent. Steve was sent to the princi-
pal's office. The teacher came back in the room and said something 
like “See how easy that was?” We were reading “Anne Frank.”

The power of the community over each of us, born in the dimmest recesses of histo-

ry around countless campfires, is capable of leading us very far from the message of Je-

sus by making us feel righteous about ourselves. If we allow ourselves to define good 

and evil by our own lights, we will be led inexorably away from the family of God, 

rather than toward it. On the other hand, if we look up for guidance to the Scriptures 

and the still, small voice of God within us calling us to our task, our place in the family 

of God becomes more and more apparent.

AMEN
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BENEDICTION

Vietnamese Zen master Nhat Hanh, though not a Christian, once said, “To me, if you

live deeply the teaching of Jesus, everything you say and do in your daily life will be 

deeply spiritual.” He has weighed the teachings of his community in the balance of the 

teachings of Jesus and found worth there.

The Lord bless you and keep you; 
the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you; 
the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace. 

Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.
The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.
The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.
Sermon Copyright © 2017 J. Stewart Schneider
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