
 

 

  

Sermon for Sunday, February 23, 2020 

 

CLOUDY BLESSINGS 
 

Thank God for the Bible - for the story of God's grace that winds its ways through the mess of 

our human living.  Thank God that this morning we are invited to the mountain top, up away 

from our national pit of partisan politics, up away from the anxiety of change and stress woven 

through our daily lives. Thank God for mystery that refuses to be solved or explained or reduced 

to the rule of law.  Today we need all the mystery we can get. 

  

On the liturgical calendar, this is Transfiguration Sunday, the pivot day between the glow of 

Epiphany and the shadows of Lent.  As such, it is the last burst of light before the lengthening 

days of darkness.  Today the clouds begin to move in - and we will not see the sun again until the 

dawn of Easter morning.  So, let us sit up and take notice.  Let us soak in the rays of God's 

bright, warm promise while the sun is still shining.  

  

Mountain moments pop up all through the pages of scripture.  Moses becomes quite a climber 

before his job is done – running up and down the mountain four times as he follows God's 

booming voice. If we turn to the New Testament, we find that the gospel of Matthew is framed 

by mountain moments.  Jesus is tempted on a mountain.  He preaches his first sermon on a 

mountain.  He prays and sweats blood on a mountain.  He is crucified on a mountain.  He 

commissions his disciples and ascends on a mountain.  And this morning - in the very middle of 

the story - he is transfigured on a mountain.  Yes, just before the agony of the awful comes the 

ecstasy of the sublime.  In the tug and pull of real life, of ordinary life, of painful life God breaks 

through with power and might - and all the rest becomes bearable. 

  

Now before I lose some of you, let me try to convince you that these stories about voices and 

clouds, about devouring fires and glowing robes  - they are real.   They may not be factual 

according to the laws of physics, but they are real through the power of spirit and imagination.  

Before we push these stories aside as unbelievable, let me remind you that the word "believe" -

means to "give one's heart to."  Not give one’s mind to.  To believe is to give one's heart to God.   

  

It is a privilege to be a pastor, because from time to time people tell me their Shekinah stories, 

their mystery stories, their stories that can't be explained with our minds, but which we know are 

true in our hearts.   

  

Several times  over the years - a few weeks or months after a tragic death - a parishioner has 

come to me and with embarrassed whispers, has confided that they have actually seen their 

deceased loved one - sometimes sitting on their bed, sometimes climbing into bed with them - 

sometimes speaking with a voice or sending an unmistakable sign which could only have come 

from the one who has died.  And, I have reassured theses - because I believe it - that they are not 

crazy.  Instead, they have been blessed.  We don't need to understand our visions, our intuitions. 

We just need to embrace them. 

  



 

 

The mountain moments in scripture always seem to come in the midst of human dysfunction and 

confusion.  Before Moses climbs the mountain and enters the cloud, the people of Israel are 

confused and lost.  They have forgotten the agony of Egypt and they no longer believe the vision 

of the promised land, and so they have turned bitter, whiny, angry with Moses.  When Moses 

comes back down the mountain, he finds them worshipping the golden calf - promiscuous 

believers whose only concern is what feels good.  And so, it is only the mountain moment before 

the golden calf that keeps Moses going - that reminds him of God's faithfulness - that gives him 

the vision and the energy and the hope to slog through the mud of human imperfection.   

  

And so it is with the disciples in today's gospel lesson.  They are terrified and confused when 

their ragged rabbi is transfigured inside a thick cloud, transformed into glowing power and light.  

The word transfiguration actually means “metamorphosis” – that magical moment when a 

caterpillar changes into something totally new – changes into a magical butterfly. And so, as 

Jesus is changed from flesh into magical light today, the disciples, too, are changed. They, too, 

are transfigured and transformed. They too become new as they give their hearts to mystery and 

possibility – an experience that equips them, and helps to go back down the mountain with Jesus, 

them enduring the turmoil and melodrama that lies ahead. But it is important to know that this 

transfiguration moment is fleeting, it is ephemeral – a sudden glow and then it is gone. 

  

What about you?  Have you had mountain moments, transfiguration moments, when God's 

presence has shimmered and shivered in your life?  Have you experienced what Celtic 

spirituality calls “a thin place,” where the human and holy merge in your heart? I am absolutely 

convinced that God gives such moments to all of us.  But not all of us are able to recognize  

them. Not all of us are able to give up our cloud control, our mind control – in order to enter the 

cloud - to sink from our head to our heart, and to let God embrace us with mystery. 

  

I wish I could tell you that I regularly meet God on the mountain - and that the visible glory of 

God surrounds me day in and day out.  But the fact of the matter is, I have only had a few such 

moments in seventy years of living.  And yet each of these moments has strangely warmed my 

heart.  Each one of them remains a fertile oasis of memory that I return to, in order to sustain me 

when the days are dark and empty.  October, 1972 - amidst tears and anger and a violent 

rejection of my childhood faith - Jesus spoke clearly to me, and I became his disciple forever. 

September, 1974 - too self-absorbed and anxious to emotionally participate in my own ordination 

into ministry, I left the church building feeling depressed and tired - only to look up and see a 

stunning rainbow stretched across the sky. July, 1982 - I held a baby girl in my arms.  For a 

moment, the boundaries between infant and God and me disappeared, and I felt reborn in the 

image of God.  May, 1999 - asleep on a rock in the high desert of northern New Mexico, I 

suddenly woke up - and there in the cobalt blue sky above me was one cloud  - a perfectly 

shaped angel, shimmering and blessing me - just days before my 50th birthday. February, 2020 – 

just 10 days ago – floating amidst the silent grandeur of Milford Sound – an ancient fjord carved 

into the western coast of New Zealand – ancient rock, and ancient sky, and ancient water silently 

proclaiming the majesty of God.  

  

My friends, one mountain moment is all we need to convince us that God is real, that God cares, 

that God is present no matter how wild the storm, no matter how dark the night.  One mountain 



 

 

moment is all we need in order to be changed, in order to turn and walk back down the mountain 

with Jesus, to face the struggles and the responsibilities and the crosses that lie ahead. 

  

But lest you get discouraged or cynical about the presence of mystery in your life, let me 

reassure you that mountain moments don't just happen on the mountain.  They also happen in the 

valley, and in the desert, in the work places and family places and difficult places of living. 

  

In the mid-50's Martin Luther King was a 26 year old rookie, fresh out of divinity school, a 

young father, an inexperienced pastor just trying to figure out how to manage the details of 

parish ministry.  The last thing he was prepared to do was to pick up the mantle of a massive 

grass roots movement to abolish racism in America. And yet after Rosa Parks decided to rest her 

weary body in the front of a bus, all hell broke out in Montgomery Alabama.  And King was 

thrust into leadership almost without his consent. He quickly felt the grip of angry resistance as 

he was jailed for driving 5 miles over the speed limit. He was terrified when he received 

threatening phone calls warning him: “Nigger we’re going to blow your brains out.”   

  

One late night he sat in his kitchen, his wife and young daughter asleep in the next room. And he 

found himself wrestling and murmuring with God.  King was unsettled, scared, angry - and he 

felt very distant from God.  And then he found himself praying: “Lord, I think what I am doing is 

right.   But I’m weak.  I’m faltering. I’m losing my courage.” And at that point - a moment of 

brutal honesty and need - King heard a voice: “Martin, stand up for righteousness. Stand up for 

justice. Stand up for truth. And lo, I will be with you even until the end of the world.”  

  

It was the transfiguring moment of his adult life  And even three nights later, when a bomb 

exploded on his front porch, Martin never forgot the power of those words, the reassurance of 

Jesus’s voice, that echoed again and again and again in his soul through all the dark days of his 

crusade. God had promised never to leave him, never to leave him, never to leave him alone. (As 

told by Philip Yancey in Soul Survivor, pp. 20-21) 

    

Scripture tells us that Moses spent forty days and forty nights simply abiding with God - simply 

abiding inside the cloud - abiding with the intimate but utterly unknowable mystery of God.  And 

when he finally did come down the mountain, there was no conflict, no disappointment, no 

struggle, no failure that he could not meet.  Such is the power of the mountain, fo Moses, for 

Jesus, and for us. 

  

My friends, I invite you to spend the next forty days of Lent looking for clouds and looking for 

mountains, looking for holy places and looking for holy moments, looking for the mystery of 

God.  And when you find it, when you find God, stay awhile - abide inside that cloud.  I promise 

that you will never be the same. And, that you will be ready for the sunrise on Easter day. 

  

May it be so - for you and for me.   Amen 
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