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Even though | wasn’t there, | totally get it. | totally get why Peter said what
he did there on the mountain: “Lord, it is good for us to be here; If you wish,
| will make three dwellings here, one for you, one for Moses, and one for
Elijah.” | get why Peter said that, because Jesus had just told Peter and the
other disciples that soon he was going to die.

In Matthew 16, the chapter before today’s gospel text, it says “From that
time on, Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and
undergo great suffering the hands of the elders and chief priests and
scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised. And Peter took him
aside and began to rebuke him, saying ‘God forbid it, Lord! This must never
happen to you.”

I’'m guessing up there on the mountain, Peter sounded something more like
this [exasperated]: “Lord, it is good for us to be here; If you wish, | will make
three dwellings here, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.”
Perhaps he even pleaded with Jesus, with tears welling up in his eyes,
please, please stay here, dwell here with us. Don’t leave us.

| bet Peter was thinking, | just want to stop time — | want to make things
stay exactly how they are — where everything is clear, where it all makes
sense, where you are right here with me, Lord. And so not only does Peter
rebuke Jesus, but he denies what lies ahead by trying to prevent it from
happening. Peter doesn’t want Jesus to see the core of who he is —a scared,
vulnerable, lonely follower who can’t picture his life without his master.

The other night we saw Ferndale High School’s performance of “Cinderella”
— it was incredible — if you haven’t seen it yet, you really should, especially
since some of our own KFC kids are part of it. But the character of Cinderella
reminded me of Peter in this gospel text. Cinderella wants to stop time. She
knows that at the stroke of midnight, the fairy tale she is living will end. She
wants to stay in the time and place where everything makes sense, where

she can be with the love of her life, where she doesn’t have to show who
she really is. Just like Peter, she is scared of what lies ahead.

We’'ve all been there, haven’t we, when we want to stop time, too, just like
Peter and Cinderella?

When someone we deeply care for is dying.
When something we love is coming to an end.
When what lies ahead in our future is unknown.

When we know that we will experience heartache when we have to say
goodbye.

And when don’t want to reveal who we really are — scared, vulnerable, and
certainly not as put together as the rest of the world thinks we are.

God knew that’s how Peter, James, and John would feel, walking up that
high mountain with Jesus, thinking about his impending death. So God
chose to do something incredible to prepare them for the crushing reality of
what lay ahead. There on the mountain God transfigured Jesus — literally in
Greek metamorphasized him —to change his appearance so the disciples
saw and heard and felt bathed in the light of Jesus’ presence. And God
commanded them to listen to Jesus — his beloved son — the one who even in
his own journey toward death would support the disciples as they
experienced the despair of that death.

God doesn’t usually do big flashy things anymore to prove to us that Jesus
will be with us in times of despair and uncertainty. But God does prepare us
in transcendent moments when we feel close to God and the world feels
right to endure the times when we don’t feel close to God and the world
isn’t right.

There’s a reason we call the fulfilling and unequalled moments of life
“mountain top experiences.” Like the disciples, we all experience times of
goodness and joy and closeness to Jesus. Times when we can feel the
reflection of Jesus’ brightness on our skin, in our bones, deep in our soul.
Times when a song or a scripture passage or a prayer or even a sermon
grant us exactly what we need.



That’s why we come up the “mountain” every week to receive bread and
wine — Jesus own flesh and blood to heal and forgive us. That’s why we
touch our foreheads to remember our baptism, to feel the cross
emblazoned there, to remember who and whose we are. Because there will
come a time, guaranteed, when we will be scared and vulnerable, when we
will sit at the bedside of someone we love who is dying, when we will have
to say goodbye to something or someone we love, that we will pull from the
bank of those transcendent moments to get through the devastating
moments. We will remember and trust Jesus, and when we do, we will get
through even the worst thing that could possibly happen.

In this gospel text, when the disciples fell down in fear and awe after
hearing God’s voice, Jesus came and touched them, saying “Get up, and do
not be afraid.” Jesus didn’t only mean get up because there was some big
booming voice coming from the sky. Jesus was saying get up —don’t be
defeated by the changes and challenges life brings. Do not be afraid of what
lies ahead, because just as you can’t shield yourself from suffering, you also
can’t shield yourself from the light of God enveloping you in the midst of
despair. | will keep shining on you and extending a hand, Jesus says, to guide
you through this life, and to welcome you into the next one.

This Wednesday night we will receive a cross of ash on our foreheads to
remember that even in death and in dust, we belong to Christ. It's
appropriate that we do so to begin the season of Lent, because we will be
journeying for 40 days in Lent toward death — Jesus’ death on the cross. But
we also do so because life is a series of Lents — a series of journeys toward
death — and we need that cross as a reminder that Jesus will be with us in
the ashy, dirty mess of life. Jesus is present in the suffering of life just as he
is present in the promise of it.

Perhaps your Lenten discipline this year could be keeping a gratitude prayer
journal to write down the daily transcendent moments when you
experience with Jesus, even if they are tiny, so that you can pull from them
when suffering comes. Perhaps during Lent this year you can fast from
fearing your future, and replace that fear with trust that Jesus is already
there. Perhaps during Lent you can give lavishly and unselfishly to those in
need as a spiritual practice of believing that when you are in need, you will
be taken care of, too.

We are offering an opportunity on Sunday mornings and Wednesday nights
during Lent this year to lean on and learn from the faith of another, Martin

Luther, who teaches us in the Small Catechism that it is most certainly true

that God will never abandon us or forsake us.

Because that’s what faith is all about. Even after the stroke of midnight
when the magic ends and the carriage turns back into a pumpkin, even after
our loved one’s last breath, even when what we love comes to an end, even
after we've said our last goodbyes, even after the worst thing that could
happen actually does happen, the promise of Jesus is that we will be able to
go on. Even suffering is holy ground. Jesus touches us — in bread and wine
and water — saying, get up, and do not be afraid. Amen.



