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2 Peter 1:16-20 -
16 When we told you about the power and the return of our Lord Jesus Christ, we were not telling
clever stories someone had made up. But with our own eyes we saw his true greatness. 17  God,
our great and wonderful Father, truly honored him by saying, “This is my own dear Son, and I
am pleased with him.” 18 We were there with Jesus on the holy mountain and heard this voice
speak from heaven.19 All of this makes us even more certain that what the prophets said is true.
So you should pay close attention to their message, as you would to a lamp shining in some dark
place. You must keep on paying attention until daylight comes and the morning star rises in your
hearts. 20 But you need to realize that no one alone can understand any of the prophecies in the
Scriptures. 21 The prophets did not think these things up on their own, but they were guided by
the Spirit of God. CEV

(Peter is referencing Matthew 17:1-9 -
17:1 Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and his brother John and led them up a high mountain, by
themselves. 17:2 And he was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his clothes became
dazzling white. 17:3 Suddenly there appeared to them Moses and Elijah, talking with him. 17:4 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." 17:5 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!" 17:6 When the disciples
heard this, they fell to the ground and were overcome by fear. 17:7 But Jesus came and touched them, saying, "Get
up and do not be afraid." 17:8 And when they looked up, they saw no one except Jesus himself alone. 17:9 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.")

 
Sermon

I have been thinking about shining this week (not the Stephen King variety). Light
shining. I’ve been thinking about what allows light to be, in a way that we are able to see it.

For as long as I can remember, my dad, a lifelong, avid sailor and sailboat race
enthusiast, has been on a quest to view the stars in the night sky. I can’t count the number of
times that I’ve heard him say in our Chicago suburbs area, “there’s too much light pollution
from the city!” I think he got this notion from his own father, also a man who also sailed boats.
It was this grandfather, my dad’s dad, who along with my grandmother, when I was 13 took my
sister and I to the middle of the Arizona desert to see the stars. All I can say from that
experience is…wow. We saw the Milky Way galaxy cloud of stars in the night sky. It was so dark.
There was no city light around, and the stars were everywhere. A sky that was so filled with
stars, it was like the sky was shining in its own way. I was in awe. The entire sky…was stars…IS
stars. Think about that! Anne Lamott famously says that if the only three prayers you can say are
“Help me,” “Thanks,” “Wow,” they would be enough. Today we are focusing on “wow.” 

Why? Because Jesus is shining like the stars in the night sky, or even brighter perhaps to
Peter, James, and John’s eyes, as he is transfigured before them. I’ll get to that in a moment.

Jesus has been with them for about three years, you see, they’ve developed deep
friendships, traveled together, and had inspiring, taboo, enlivening, and sometimes dangerous
adventures together. Those are the experiences that they’ve carried up the mountain together.
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We don’t actually read Matthew’s gospel version of the story today, but here are the
Cliff’s Notes version of the wild and weird transfiguration story: Jesus takes his friends, Peter,
James, and John up a mountain where inexplicably, he starts shining. His clothes become bright
white, in a time when everything was covered with dust in some way, and nothing was bright
white. Long-dead prophets Elijah and Moses are on either side of Jesus glowing too. Jesus’ face
glows, and somehow in a cloud they all hear God’s voice,  just like at Jesus’ baptism three years
earlier. God’s voice lovingly says, “this is my beloved child” and Peter James and John fall to the
ground at the sound of God’s voice. Then Jesus stops glowing, helps his friends up, and they go
down the mountain. Whoa.

It’s on the top of this mountain, that they have the most unexplainable but wonderful
“wow” experience. It’s an experience that is cheapened by trying to put words to it. It’s truly a
“wow” moment.

Peter James and John are all affected by it, and Peter bumbles, and fumbles his way
through his words, asking Jesus, “should we put up tents here to honor you?” so they never
have to leave the mountain. But then Jesus stops glowing, and tells them not to talk about it.
Clearly, they have all been changed by it, but we don’t hear what they say about it. Jesus tells
them not to talk about it. It doesn’t seem at all realistic or easy to explain.

Lovable bumbling Peter does talk about it though, and that is our scripture for today. I
chose it because so much of the ancient world and our biblical context needs to be unpacked
and explained as we read our scriptures. Today, though, Peter’s words are so incredibly
understandable, so human, that we can understand them immediately. 

Know that I’m taking liberties with his words, but Peter basically says, “I know you’re not
going to believe this,” in the same way a  fisherperson would say, “you won’t believe the big the
fish I caught on that trip!” “I know you won’t believe me,” Peter says, “but I saw what I saw, and
I can’t explain it. It’s what happened, but don’t blame me, and don’t blame the prophets either.
Like me, they are only communicating what God is giving them.”

In other words, Peter says, “I was there, and I know it happened, and I can’t explain it,
but Jesus lit up, and we all saw him shining, and in God’s tenderness and love, God spoke love
over him in the moment. It was all inspiring for James and John and me, and maybe even for
Jesus too, because we weren’t just going down the mountain, we were going down the
mountain and heading to Jerusalem.

We went up the mountain with all of our ministries and adventures and experiences
together, and then Jesus shone, and all we could say was ‘wow.’ And then we headed down the
mountain knowing that we were heading into real threat, that Jesus had started talking about
his own death and resurrection. We knew what was ahead. 

Which is why that shining on the mountain was so important. It was light bright stars,
shining at night, or a torch lighting the way for us. So I’m telling you this,” Peter says, “even if
you don’t believe me. I’m telling you—sounding like a foo—so that this story is a lamp for your
feet too, a flashlight in your night where you can’t see everything in your path and shapes aren’t
so clear. Let it be your flashlight, your lamp, lighting the way until the very morning star rises in
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your heart. It’s okay if the morning star isn’t shining in you, Peter wants us to know. “Let this be
what you hold onto until it does, though.” 

“You see,” Peter is saying, “when Jesus lit up like that, when are we could say was
‘wow’—or actually all James and John could say was wow,  I had plenty of words to say—we
were all reminded that there is more than we can see that exists. That even in death, there is
more than we can possibly know, and that, perhaps fear and danger and death are less a reality
than God’s shining light.

That’s what I felt on the mountain,” Peter is trying to tell us, “that what is actually real
are the things we can’t see. Like Jesus, shining on a mountain, like God’s glory, showing itself in
that moment, like God’s voice, speaking in love over Jesus, who was about to have a horrible
time going forward. I don’t know. But maybe God knew we needed that light, that love, that
shining, those words of blessing, that may be Jesus needed it too, to trust in and to hold onto
when times got unbearably hard.”

So let us dwell, too, like Peter in the “wow,” and let us trust in the light that shines
inexplicable ways. Let it be our flashlight until the morning star rises in our hearts, and let us
share the light with one another, especially in the hardest times.

Cindy shared a poem with me by Steve Garnaas-Holmes this week. It’s about the
transfiguration, harkening to what Peter says in our scripture today, too:

Oh, please don't explain this story. 
It's truly, divinely, accurately weird.
Sure, there's a moral of the story—
several, in fact: theological constructs, 
stuff you should believe. Fine. Hold those in your pocket.
Meanwhile, sit there for a minute,
cock your head a little and just gawk at this story. 
It's weird. Jesus shining, dead people chatting,
Peter talking nonsense, a cloud that enters like a crab
and holds them in its pincers, a disembodied voice. Whoa. 
Don't start in on theology, or psychology, or meteorology,
or any fool ology. This is not about ology.
This is about wonder. 
How Jesus shines. Life just shines.
The glory of God spills out of things,
leaks out of every container, even people.
Being alive is beyond explanation, 
grace is odd, love doesn't make sense
and God is inexplicable— a real, absolute, true
mystery. Not a puzzle: a mystery.
The uncanny more-than-itself-ness of life.
Faith is not about having religious opinions,
not knowing, certainly not certainty.
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Sometimes faith is just awe. 
The willingness to be bedazzled,
to look at life and go, “Wow.”  
When beauty and grace and loveliness overwhelm you,
when words fail and being smart is of no use.
You sense God may be afoot but can't say how.
All you can do is say, “Huh. Whaddya know. Wow.”
Let this story be weird. Let life be amazing.
Let God be more than you can grasp.
Your faith needn't be much more 
than grateful, gob-smacked wonder. 
If you really want to get religious, let this be your creed:
“Wow. Amen.”1 

--
Pastor Lauren ended her sermon in worship after the poem but the entirety of the sermon
continues here:

Last thing. I know we talked about salt and light last time I preached, but I want to say
one more thing about light. Talking to some scientists in our congregation and, all will tell you
that what our eyes see as light is a tiny—and they do all emphasize tiny—amount of light that
exists. I think this could perhaps give some credence to the idea that whatever happened with
Jesus up on that mountain might have been a revealing of to a popular title of a book, “all the
light we cannot see.” Perhaps God made Jesus glow up on that mountain as a way to show that
there is an inestimable amount more than what we think we see and know. To consider if
maybe that’s the reality of things.

Kind of like how I look into the night sky here in Northfield, and I think oh that’s lovely,
there’s the big dipper, and the little dipper, etc. But then I go to a place far from electric light,
like the north shore or the Arizona desert, and I realize, “Oh. It’s not just lovely. It’s astonishing.
It’s just…wow.” Those stars that I can see in Arizona are what’s there all the time. Wow.

Let’s hold onto the unexplainable wow. Keep the awe, and hold onto it as the deeper
reality. Just like the stars—the ones that are visible away from light pollution—the majesty the
glory of that night sky. It’s real. It’s there all the time. Hold that in your hearts. That’s what’s
real. Hold on to the wow.

That’s what Peter is saying too. Hold onto the wow. And hold it as the what’s real. We
aren’t trying to diminish whatever hard things are going on in our lives, but to trust that there is
So. Much. More. That God is making good in ways you just can’t imagine; in ways that are
totally unbelievable. Hold this unexplainable wow in your hearts until the morning star itself
lives in you. That promise of hope, of trust in the more, in the incredible good that is present
even when you can’t see it. May it be so.

1 Steve Garnaas-Holmes, unfoldinglight.net
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