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Welcome:  Welcome to the United Church of Strafford, Vermont, on this Last Sunday 

after Epiphany and Transfiguration Sunday.  Spiritual wisdom tells us that the sacred way or 

spirit of the universe is flowing through the world, and that the survival of the human race 

depends on our ability to see and understand that spirit and follow where it leads.  Jesus calls us 

to metanoia, to expand our hearts and minds so we can see the realm of God on earth and align 

our lives to it.    

Today we gather under the shadow of humanity’s worst impulses, yet while the threat may 

be greater than ever, the situation is not entirely new.  Jesus lived in a small nation that had been 

invaded, occupied and environmentally damaged by authoritarian, power-hungry oppressors.  

That was where he shone his love and light, and it is the world where he calls us to shine ours.   

So today we will look to visions of transfiguration, how God’s light shines through Jesus 

and through the compassion, Golden Rule and swords-into-plowshares of humanity at its best. 

We can see God shining here when we share our truth and extend our loving care.  Please fill the 

church with that joyful light as we sing and talk and pray together today, whether in the sanctuary 

or on Zoom. 

  

Call to Worship:  Today is one of the big pivot days in the church year.  We have been in 

the light since Christmas.  As of Wednesday we will be journeying into the deep shadows of Lent.  

This is the last burst of glorious light until Easter.   

The Epiphany Season tells us that there is a force at work in the world that can change us 

and flow through us to change the world in ways we would not have thought possible.  Let us 

worship together opening ourselves to that power of light… 
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Sermon:  Seeing the Realm of God 

One winter I was snowshoeing through a heavily logged section of woods.  The only 

things left standing were snags and half-buried slash that lifted branches like skeletal hands 

reaching out of a white shroud.  It was a depressing site of human devastation. 

I was hurrying to reach the edge of the less disturbed woods when I almost stepped in a 

hole through the deep snow.  It was oval and about the size of my snowshoe.  The sides sloped 

steeply down to a thin, perfectly clear pane of ice.   

I looked through it into another world.  Everything above the ice was still and felt dead, 

but below, leaves were waving and particles of dirt and small sticks were flying by, and the 

stream bed looked like a fertile home for insects and small fish.  

It was amazing to see all this activity going on right under my feet.  If it hadn’t been for 

that little window that caught and held my attention, and if I had not been open to stopping in 

wonder, I never would have known. 

Our relation to the spiritual realm is like that.  Most of the time, we cannot tell it is there.  

Every once in a while, a window opens onto it.  In order to see through that window we need to 

be paying attention and willing to take the time to ponder it.  We need to believe what we are 

seeing or sensing.  If we do, we may discover something that will transfigure that moment and 

possibly change our lives. 

Jesus said in the first part of today’s Gospel lesson, “Truly I tell you, there are some 

standing here who will not taste death before they see the realm of God.”  Then in the second part 

of the lesson, Peter, John and James and Jesus himself did indeed see the realm of God. 

Some find this story hard to believe, and why not?  It goes against experience and reason.  

Believing the story of the transfiguration means believing that there is another plane of existence, 

and that beings inhabit that realm.  It means believing there can be interaction between the two 

realms, even here and now. 

That is hard to believe. 

Yet there are some people who find it easy to believe because they see things happen all 

the time that confirm this other reality.  Hospice nurses witness people seeing another realm of 

existence as they near death.  (See the book Final Gifts.) 
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Moses and Elijah talked with Jesus about his coming death, and that seems to be the role of 

beings that people near death meet.  At that point, they often become transfigured.  The anxiety of 

facing death and the strain of their illness pass away from them, and they not only gain peace but 

actually radiate joy.  I have seen this myself more than once. 

More is going on in the universe than we can know, or than science can yet explain.  Are 

these all coincidences or tricks of the imagination?  Perhaps.  Or perhaps they are windows into 

another world, and spiritual beings and powers are living alongside us that we just cannot sense 

most of the time.   

Frederick Buechner wrote in his book Wishful Thinking, “I believe that people laugh at 

coincidence as a way of relegating it to the realm of the absurd and of therefore not having to take 

seriously the possibility that there is a lot more going on in our lives than we either know or care 

to know. Who can say what it is that's going on? But I suspect that part of it, anyway, is that every 

once and so often we hear a whisper from the wings that goes something like this: “You’ve turned 

up in the right place at the right time. You’re doing fine. Don’t ever think that you’ve been 

forgotten.” 

If we manage to believe this, you would think that our lives would be radically 

transformed, and that may be true, but no matter how certain we are of God’s presence, we still 

get stuck in a snowbank, we still get in silly arguments with people we love or eat things we 

shouldn’t, we get fired or get sick, our prayer goes dry and we wander in a spiritual desert.  Even 

Jesus in the last part of today’s passage comes down from his transfiguration and immediately 

loses his temper in frustration with his disciples.  The inescapable nature of human existence is 

that we suffer, that we make mistakes, that we fall and fall. 

Seeing the realm of God helps not by transforming our whole lives but by giving us the 

power to transform one moment at a time, getting up more quickly when we fall.  Once we have 

witnessed the light of God’s realm, we can have faith in a light that shines in the darkness that the 

darkness cannot overcome.  

Every experience of the Spirit leaves a mark on us in the form of an increased capacity for 

compassion and love.  Gandhi and King proved that the spiritual force of love in our souls can 

transform even entire nations.  The light of love that we glimpse in moments of transfiguration is 

the greatest power in the universe, greater even than Russia or the fossil fuel industry.   
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We need the power of life and love and light in order to transform our individual lives, and 

we need it to transform this nation and world to be more like the realm of God. 

We can cultivate the vision we need, we can climb that mountain with Jesus and open our 

hearts to the transfigurations around us and tap into the Spirit’s life flowing below the surface of 

everything.   

Let us resolve to seek that vision as we turn toward the wilderness of Lent and this hurting 

world.  Let us open to the beings of light that can help us be the light ourselves.   

Let us pray together in silence … 

 

 

Haiku by Mel Goertz: 

           The wind swept a cloud 

    of snow off the little fir tree. 

           The boughs lifted. 

 


