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All week long I have been confused. 
 I’ve been holding two different weeks’ worth  
  of bulletins and sermons in my head at once. 
 
A few weeks back as a staff we decided to experiment 
 with shifting all our work a week ahead, 
  meaning that at every staff meeting now we’re preparing 
   the announcements a week ahead,  
    the meeting schedule a week ahead,  
     and I am now designing worship a week ahead, 
      picking the texts and thinking about two sermons at a time. 
In a lot of ways, working ahead has obvious advantages. 
 But this weekend as I sat down to write this sermon 
  for a moment, anyway, I thought I was writing  
   the sermon for the next week.  
    My brain was too full! 
     I was in such a fog that I literally  
      hauled out the bulletin for this morning 
       to check the texts and the sermon title. 
Most likely this mental fog of mine is just a period of adjustment, 
 but it does testify to the times when we deal  
  with so much information we feel  
   we function in a mystifying cloud. 
Add to that the oddness of the weather,  
 the strange, unsettled nature of current politics,  
  and many other new and mystifying aspects of life  
   and being in a fog can get to be  
    standard operating procedure. 
 
The cloud that appears in our gospel lesson is not mystifying; it clarifies.  
 In a sense everything that has happened in the Church Year so far  
  was been pointing toward today: 
All that waiting in Advent,  
 the celebration of Jesus’ birth at Christmas, 
  and the many small revelations of God’s majesty throughout epiphany  
   have been working their way toward this, 
    the day on a mountaintop when Jesus is seen  
     at least for a moment as his most real self— 
      human and yet light surrounded— 
       God with us and for us here, now, and forever. 
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Certainly the moment is clarifying for Peter, James and John. 
 It tells them that Jesus is exactly the One  
  they have suspected him to be all along. 
 
Six days earlier Jesus told them he was going to Jerusalem to die, 
 Peter in particular protested, since in his view, the Messiah  
  is someone no human power can harm.  
 Jesus scolded Peter harshly that day  
  for tempting him to resist the cross.  
   Given Peter’s great devotion and love, 
    that scolding must have brought him very low.     
So Peter in particular may have been glad  
  for this clarifying vision on the mountaintop. 
  So pleased and reassured that he wants to make it permanent 
   by building shelters for Jesus, Moses and Elijah, 
    which would also give him something to do  
     with his confusion and fear. 
Still, the presence of these venerable prophets 
 must have been icing on the cake of proof,  
  for surely their appearance means 
   that Jesus is in a class with these great prophets  
    yet more than them, since he alone radiates with light.  
 
Matthew, Mark and Luke all tell the story  
 of Jesus transfigured on the mountain 
  and in all three versions this story is a turning point. 
   From this moment on Jesus is journeying toward Jerusalem. 
Mark’s version, as usual, is the most spare. 
 The story moves quickly from Jesus being suffused with light, 
  to the appearance of the prophets, to the enveloping cloud 
   that announces Jesus as God’s son. 
 On the way back down the mountain,  
  Jesus tells the baffled witnesses  
   to keep the story to themselves. 
  Can you imagine keeping that story to yourself?! 
   But again, Mark wants to hold all conclusions about Jesus  
    until after his crucifixion. 
As soon as it happens its over  
 and we begin the serious journey to Lent. 
  The One who is for us is out to save us, 
   and that can only happen down the long road to the capital city 
    where a cross stands waiting outside town. 
 
It may be new for you to think of the story of the Transfiguration 
 as a story that clarifies things  
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  rather than making them more confusing. 
The first listeners would have ticked off a lot of boxes in their heads 
 this story was designed to fill.  
The “high mountain” harks back to stories of Moses commission on Mt. Horeb. 
 and the giving of the law on Mt. Sinai. 
The blinding brightness of Jesus’ clothes 
 is a replica of the God’s agent in the Book of Daniel (7:9) 
  where the Ancient One was dressed in clothes as “white as snow.” 
The appearance of Moses and Elijah connects Jesus 
 with Israel’s two most important prophets.  
The overshadowing cloud the is same as the divine presence 
 in the cloud of the Exodus and at Sina1 (Ex 24: 15-18) 
  for those first hearers all this would fit and reassure. 
 
Today, however, the supernatural elements in this story 
 make at least some 21st century people uneasy,  
  and thus more likely to dismiss these elements as imaginary. 
We dismiss them and say it’s just a story,  
 as if stories weren’t important forms of truth. 
One of my very favorite moments in the Harry Potter books       
 is the moment when Harry asks his mentor, Dumbledore,       
  if what is happening is real or all in his head.         
   Professor Dumbledore and through him J.K. Rowling replies;i

    “Of course it is happening inside your head, Harry,       
     but why on earth should that mean that it isn’t real?” 
  Still too many people dismiss the mystical elements because we insist 
   that mystical revelations aren’t part of “real life”.  
    God doesn’t do things that way really, we may conclude, 
     at least not anymore, and maybe God never did. 
 
Where does that leave us?                 
  Is God so hidden we can no longer see God at work around us? 
 That is the question I have been wrestling with all week. 
Most Christians I know would love to be a witness 
 to a divine vision of their own.  
  With proof like a front row seat to the Transfiguration  
   who could ever be fearful about the future again? 
But God does not seem to be in the transfiguration business these days 
 at least not where most of us are concerned. 
At the same time people who have had experiences 
 that can be called mystical—and many have— 
  people who have mystical moments  
   are often reluctant to share them, 
    perhaps from a combination of not wanting  
     to be thought of as loony, and also because 
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      they know what they’ve seen or felt was real 
       and they cherish it deeply. 
 
Is God more hidden now, and is that why more of us 
 aren’t leaping up to tell our transfiguration tales? 
According to preacher Barbara Brown Taylor,   
 such a question is all wrong. 
  Says Taylor, the bible is packed with moments  
   of divine encounters that happen in plain sight 
   that are as available to us as any shining vision:  
 
   “People encounter God under shady oak trees,  
   on riverbanks, at the top of mountains,  
   and in long stretches of barren wilderness.  
   God shows up in whirlwinds, starry skies,  
   burning bushes, and perfect strangers.  
   When people want to know more about God, 
   the son of God tells them to pay attention  
   to the lilies of the field and the birds of the air,  
   to women kneading bread and workers lining up for their pay.  
   Whoever wrote this stuff,” writes Taylor, “believed  
   that people could learn as much about the ways of God 
   from paying attention to the world  
   as they could from paying attention to scripture….  
   People can learn as much about the ways of God  
   from business deals gone bad or sparrows falling to the ground  
   as they can from reciting the books of the Bible in order.  
   They can learn as much from a love affair or a wildflower  
   as they can from knowing the Ten Commandments by heart.”ii 
 
Jesus may have told Peter, James and John 
 not to say anything to anyone,  
  but what they saw can never be unseen.  
 I’m guessing that from that moment on  
  many of the so-called ordinary things and moments around  
   them took on a completely different look and feel. 
Through the gift of scripture,  
 we were on that mountain top too, 
  and so our vision of every moment  
   can also be different. 
 If Brown Taylor and the balance of scripture are correct 
  “there is no way to God apart from real life in the real world.” 
That means I can frame my own confusion at the start of this sermon 
 in a completely new way. 
  Instead of feeling off-base from holding two sermons in my head at once 
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   I can pause and realize I spent the week  
    with my head so crammed with God, 
     that I also had a God-filled cloud with me, 
      speaking to me about Jesus  
       for at least a couple of days. 
You too can go home with the clarity  
 that God constantly reveals Jesus, 
  in ideas that at first seem only to confuse, 
   in ordinary exchanges with the people you know best, 
    in a phone call from your church asking you to serve, 
     in times of waiting or in chance meetings, 
      in simple routines or moments of tiredness 
       and as you journey through the coming weeks of Lent.  
Your vision and my vision, 
 her vision and his vision don’t need to be the same. And they never will be. 
  God is revealing Godself everyday no matter what. AMEN. 
   
 
 
 
 
 
i J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, p. 723 
ii Barbara Brown Taylor, An Altar in the World, a Geography of Faith 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


