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The gospel story that we have just heard defies interpretation, though that hasn’t
stopped centuries of scholars and preachers from trying. It is the inspired human
description of a mystical experience. Typically, we Bible onlookers think it’s our job to
figure out what the story means.” Give us a passage of scripture and we will put on our
thinking caps, pull out our Christian decoder ring and do our best to decipher the symbols,
read between the lines and come up with the one and only encoded message that Jesus
or Matthew or God has hidden in the passage for us to find.” Once done, you wrap up that
single meaning and put it away until the next time you need it.1
“In the present case, the most common decoded message is that Moses stands for
the Law, Elijah stands for the prophets, and Jesus, of course, is the Messiah. By singling
Jesus out as "my Son, the Beloved," God sets the gospel over the law and the prophets.
Listen to him, says the voice from the cloud.” Then there are two other sub-themes: one
about how it is better to keep your mouth shut in the presence of the holy than to blurt
things out like Peter does and another about how the purpose of such mountaintop
experiences is to strengthen us for the climb back down into the valley of the shadow of
death, where our real work remains to be done.2
There is absolutely nothing wrong with that interpretation of this passage — though
I want to note that there is never only one, single point to mine in any passage. But what if
the point is not to decode this story and cloud of unknowing but to enter into it? What if we
approach the Bible as a book of encounters, in which a staggeringly long parade of people
run into God, each other, life--and are never the same again? I mean, what don't people
run into in the Bible? Not just terrifying clouds and hair-raising voices but also crazy

relatives, persistent infertility, armed enemies, and deep depression, along with life-saving
strangers, miraculous children, food in the wilderness, and knee-wobbling love. Whether
such biblical encounters come disguised as "good" or "bad," they have a way of breaking
biblical people open, of rearranging what they think they know for sure so that there is
room for more divine movement in their lives. Certainties can become casualties in these
encounters, or at least those certainties that involve clinging to static notions of who's who
and what's what, where you are going in your life and why. Those things can shift pretty
dramatically inside the cloud of unknowing, where faith has more to do with staying fully
present to what is happening right in front of you than with being certain of what it all
means. The meeting--that's the thing.”3
Yes, there is a place for biblical scholarship. There are important insights that can
be drawn when you know the context, culture and literature that were current when books
of the Bible were written or when the events recorded in them occurred. But there is
another way to read Scripture and it’s to let the Holy Spirit lead you into an encounter with
our Lord. I asked you to listen to the gospel today and jot down what phrases, words or
ideas nudged you, captured you for a moment in those mountaintop clouds. If this was a
class rather than a worship setting, we could have some interesting conversations about
what caught our attention. There would be no right or wrong answers — just a pause in the
cloud of God’s presence and what we each encountered. It would be a holy time, one I
hope you will have with each other over coffee or at home over supper.
This time when I read this gospel story, do you know the first thing I notices? I
noticed that God interrupted Peter’s ideas and plans to set up church on the mountain with
Jesus, Moses and Elijah. God interrupts Peter’s good or foolish designs to say, “Just stop..
You are with God’s beloved Son, listen to him.” Yes, retrospectively, Peter and the other’s
who dropped life as they knew it to follow, looked upon this experience as an affirmation
that Jesus is more than another charismatic, popular, sensational teacher. But the feel of
the experience is also like a burning-bush, “call story,” for any disciple of Jesus, like Peter

or you and I. We are called, first and foremost, to “listen” to Jesus. To put aside our
agendas and presumptions to listen to what Jesus says and does. “Peter, Linda, Doug,
Anna, Robert.....Listen to Jesus.”
And like other call stories in the Bible, it scares Peter, James and John. They fall to
their knees, face to the ground, which seems to me to be the utterly appropriate response
when God is tapping you on the shoulder. Does Peter fall because he knows he had failed
again to follow rather than lead? Or has it finally dawned on him how difficult it’s going to
be to listen and follow what Jesus says? In any case, the disciples are weak at the knees
and paralyzed with their own inadequacies and resources.
Into that fear steps Jesus. He touches them. Now here, I will apply a little of that
biblical research. Our translation says Jesus told them to “get up and do not be afraid” but
it’s actually “raise up and do not be afraid.” It’s the same verb that is used to describe the
resurrected Lord. The women who have come to a tomb to anoint the crucified Jesus find
an angel who says, “Do not be afraid....He is not here; for he has been raised.” (Matt. 28:
5-6) As the disciples have their mega-church plans interrupted by God’s call to listen to
Jesus.... while they are utterly frightened that they can’t do it, Jesus doesn’t scold or reject
them. Instead Jesus touches them and “calls them to be raised and to shed their fear.”
Jesus is offering his disciples ---- including you and me — the strength, the very power that
will raise him from the dead, whenever we choose to accept our calling to listen to Jesus
and follow his lead. When we stumbling, bumbling, frightened disciples will LISTEN to
Jesus, we will not only hear ourselves being called to follow, we will hear “Jesus speak to
us the word of resurrection that cast out fear, creates unexpected possibilities, and
furnishes new life.”4 God interrupting, calling, empowering and transforming. It’s the classic
pattern of the call stories of Noah, Abraham and Sara, Moses, prophets, followers of
Jesus. It’s our story. Do not be afraid. Listen to Jesus.
We come to the mountains of transfiguration on this “swing Sunday between the
seasons of Epiphany and Lent--the day those who follow Jesus look down at our maps

and say, "Uh-oh," because it is time to turn away from the twinkling stars of Christmas
toward the deep wilderness of Lent. As gloomy as that may sound, it is very good news.
Most of us are so distracted by our gadgets, so busy with our work, so addicted to our
pleasures, and so resistant to our depths that a nice long spell in the wilderness is just
what we need.” 5Lent is intentionally inviting God to interrupt, call, empower and transform
us. “No one can make you go, after all. But here is your chance to enter the cloud of
unknowing and listen for whatever it is that God has to say to you. As Barbara Brown
Taylor writes, “this is your chance to encounter God's contagious glory, so that a little of
that shining rubs off on you.”6
Today you have heard a story you can take with you when you go. It tells you that
no one has to go up the mountain alone. It tells you that sometimes things get really scary
before they get holy. Above all, it tells you that there is someone standing in the center of
the cloud with you, shining so brightly that you may never be able to wrap your mind
around him, but who is worth listening to all the same--because he is God's beloved, and
you are his, and whatever comes next, the Risen Lord will raise you to be up to it. Amen.”7
Linda M Alessandri 3/1/14
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