Sermon on the Last Sunday after the Epiphany and the Diocesan Ancestor Memorial Sunday

Rev. Antony F. W. Liang, St. Timothy’s Church, February 15, 2026

Today is the last Sunday after Epiphany, which we usually call Transfiguration Sunday. But
for us in the Taiwan Episcopal Church, today has a double meaning because it’s also our diocesan
Veneration of Ancestors Sunday. When we talk about "venerating ancestors," I know some of you—
especially if you’re new to the faith or the only Christian in your family—might feel a bit of a knot in
your stomach. In our society, "ancestor worship" is a huge part of family tradition. We know that in
Confucian thought, family comes first—especially the idea of honoring your elders. But we also
know that traditional ancestor rituals are often mixed with superstition. People worry about their
ancestors not having enough money in the afterlife, they’re afraid of "ghosts" coming back to settle
debts, or they treat ancestors like gods to be bargained with for wealth and safety. This kind of
"ancestor worship" culture leaves many Christians feeling stuck: "If I don’t hold the incense, am 1
being disrespectful? If I don’t burn paper money, am I forgetting my roots?"

Actually, the Taiwan Episcopal Church has taken this seriously since the very beginning. We
don’t want you to throw away your traditions; we want to help you find the #7ue meaning of filial
piety through your faith. We can't avoid this topic because it’s central to how we witness to our
families. Back on July 20, 1992, Trinity Hall—now known as Trinity School for Christian
Ministry—held a special seminar on “Ancestor Rituals.” They invited all sorts of opinions with a
very clear goal: "Preserve the true meaning of culture, establish appropriate liturgy, and clear up the
confusion for believers." During that seminar, everyone reached a big consensus. Even though we
say in the Apostles' Creed and the Nicene Creed that we believe in the "communion of saints," and
the church has always prayed for the departed, we hadn't really been specific about how we care for
our ancestors. That seminar reminded us that our liturgy must clearly distinguish between
"worshiping God" and "honoring ancestors." We need to be crystal clear: we pray to God for our
ancestors; we don’t worship our ancestors as gods.

Because of this, the Diocese established the "Veneration of Ancestors" rite in 1995 and
updated it in 2010. Please notice: we use the word "venerate", not "worship". That one-word
difference changes everything. In other words, we no longer see ancestors as gods—we give thanks
to God—the Creator and Source of all life—while still keeping a space to cherish and remember
those who came before us. That’s why we set the Sunday before Lunar New Year’s Eve as
"Veneration of Ancestors Sunday." It’s a day to learn gratitude—to thank God for passing life down
to us through our ancestors and to remember our loved ones in the Lord.

Once you understand that background, look at today’s Gospel from Matthew about the
Transfiguration. You’ll see a beautiful connection between this story, our lives, our ancestors, and
our heritage of faith. The story starts with Jesus taking Peter, James, and John up a high mountain. In

the Bible, "high mountains" are where people meet God—Ilike Moses on Mount Sinai. Right there on



the mountain, Jesus was transformed. His face shone like the sun, and his clothes became white as
light. It’s a powerful visual. It wasn't an illusion; It’s as if Jesus briefly revealed what was behind his
ordinary human appearance to give the disciples a tiny glimpse of his original glory as the Son of
God.

Then, things get even more amazing: suddenly, Moses and Elijah appear and start talking to
Jesus. Think about that for a second. Moses represents the "Law" and Elijah represents the
"Prophets." To the people of Israel, these were the greatest ancestors of the faith. Moses had been
gone for ages, and Elijah lived a long time before this too, yet here they are, standing and talking
with Jesus. What does this tell us? It tells us that in God, people live forever. This is the "communion
of saints." Whether it’s the ancient saints or our own ancestors, as long as they are in God’s plan for
life, they haven't just vanished.

Then Peter couldn’t stop himself. Feeling both scared and excited, he quickly said, "Lord, it’s
great that we're here! If you want, I’ll build three shelters: one for you, one for Moses, and one for
Elijah." Peter’s idea was simple and very "human." He wanted to freeze the moment. He wanted to
"enshrine" these three great figures. Doesn't that sound like us? When we see a great ancestor or a
miracle, our first reaction is to build a temple or a shrine to keep them there so we can admire them.

But before Peter could even finish, a bright cloud covered them. This cloud represents God’s
presence. A voice came from the cloud: "This is my dearly loved Son, who brings me great joy.
Listen to him!" This sentence is very important. It was a correction for Peter. As great as Moses and
Elijah were, they were just supporting characters pointing toward Christ. In that moment, God
Himself spoke to shift everyone’s focus from the "great men of the past" to the "Christ standing right
in front of them."

The disciples were terrified and fell face-down on the ground. That’s a natural reaction when
you're faced with the total holiness of God. But Jesus came over, touched them, and said, "Get up.
Don’t be afraid." When they looked up, they saw no one but Jesus. The scene moves from the
dramatic transfiguration and ancient figures back to the simple, real Jesus. It tells us that faith isn't

about staying stuck in supernatural visions; it’s about going back to real life with Christ by our side.

So, what does the Transfiguration have to say to Chinese Christians celebrating Veneration of
Ancestors Sunday? First, Jesus’ glory helps us put "ancestors" in the right perspective. When Peter
wanted to build dwellings for Moses and Elijah, he was putting them on the same level as Jesus. But
God’s voice reminded him: only Jesus is the "Beloved Son" we must "listen to." This is a huge
reminder for us: we respect and cherish our ancestors, but we don't "listen to" or obey the
superstitious fears they might have left behind.

In our tradition, many people worship ancestors out of fear—fear that they’ll be hungry or
angry. But the Transfiguration shows us that people like Moses and Elijah are at rest in God’s glory,
present with Christ. If our ancestors knew the Lord, they are in that glory now; if they didn’t, we

entrust them to God’s mercy. We don't need to "appease" them with offerings because Jesus Christ is



the source of life and rest. When we look at Jesus, we realize ancestors aren't spirits controlling our
fate; they are fellow created beings standing before the Creator. We "venerate" ancestors to honor the
legacy of life God gave us, but we "worship" God because only He is the Giver of Life.

Second, the Transfiguration reminds us that transformation is possible. Jesus showed his true
glory on that mountain. This is a huge encouragement for those of us struggling between traditional
family expectations and our modern faith. Sometimes we feel like family traditions are too heavy to
change, or that our faith is too weak. But Jesus’ Transfiguration shows us that when we are with
God, our lives can be "illuminated." We can be a "different kind of descendant." Maybe in the past,
ancestor rituals in your home were filled with smoke, heavy hearts, and anxiety. But you can
"transfigure" that tradition. When your family gathers now, instead of worrying about what offerings
to buy, you can share stories of your ancestors' virtues and thank God for the grace He gave your
family. You don’t have to run away from being Chinese; you just bring that identity to Jesus and let
His glory transform our culture.

Finally, we have to remember that coming down the mountain is where filial piety really
happens. The passage ends with Jesus leading the disciples back down. The mountain was beautiful,
but life happens at the bottom. Similarly, Veneration of Ancestors Sunday isn't just about reading a
liturgy or singing hymns in church. Real veneration is what you do when you leave here and go
home. Sometimes we talk about honoring ancestors in church, but then we go home and argue with
our parents or lose our patience with our elders. If we don’t love the parents we can see, how can we
say we respect the ancestors we can 't see? Jesus went down the mountain to face pain, the cross, and
the crowds. Our practice of "veneration" should show up in daily life: helping with chores during
New Year, patiently listening to your elders tell the same story for the hundredth time, and bringing
joy and peace to the dinner table. That honors God—and shows your family the light of Christ—way
more than building a shrine or burning paper money ever could.

Brothers and sisters, today we aren't just following a church rule. We are declaring that our
God is the God of the living. He is the Lord of history and the Lord of our families. As we pray at the
veneration table in a moment, thank God in your heart. Give thanks to Him for guiding your great-
grandparents, grandparents, and parents through the years so you could receive the gift of life. Ask
God to give you Peter’s passion, but also the courage to "go down the mountain."

This New Year, when you go home and face questions from relatives or traditional rituals, you
can have confidence and peace. You can gently tell your family: "In the Episcopal Church, we really
value our ancestors too. We have a special day just for them. [ don't use the traditional rituals, but 1
pray for our family before God every day, thanking Him for the good examples our ancestors left
us."” May the glory of the Transfiguration light up every one of your homes. Let’s keep our eyes on
Jesus while we cherish the best parts of our culture. Because only He is the Savior and the hope for
us, our families, and all who came before us.

Let us pray: Merciful Father, thank You for showing Your Son’s glory on the mountain, letting

us see that Christ is the Savior who transcends the Law and the Prophets. On this Veneration of



Ancestors Sunday, we thank You for the gift of life passed down through generations. Please remove
any superstition or fear from our hearts. Help us learn to pray to You for our ancestors and to
practice true filial piety in our daily lives. May Your glory go with us into the Lunar New Year, so
we can be a beautiful witness to our families. We pray this in the holy name of our Savior, Jesus
Christ. Amen.
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