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Sermon, Last Sunday After Epiphany, February 23, 2020, Jane A. Beebe 
 
“So we have the prophetic message more fully confirmed. You will do well to be 
attentive to this as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the 
morning star rises in your hearts.” (2 Peter 1:19) 
 
“Bright morning stars are rising. 
Bright morning stars are rising. 
Bright morning stars are rising. 
Day is a-breaking in my soul.” 
 
We are finally in the last week of February, that time in the winter when there is 

clearly more and more light visible at the beginning and at the end of the day. It 

makes sense that we have another story of the Transfiguration today, this time 

from Matthew, with its imagery of light and clouds. 

Clouds, along with fire and wind, appear often in Scripture as visible signs 

of God’s presence. Clouds generally manifest above us so it is not hard to conceive 

how clouds became associated with the heavenly. God provided a pillar of cloud 

during the day for the Israelites to follow during their Exodus from Egypt. The 

pillar of cloud would remain over the tabernacle wherever they were camped. It 

served as a signal for when to remain and when to move on. One commentator 

observed that a cloud by day would have been a comforting, protective presence in 

a hot, dry desert. God comes to Moses and the Israelites on Mt. Sinai in a “thick 

cloud” that also erupts in thunder and lightning—not such a comforting presence—

but becomes the locus of God’s giving of the Law. The cloud is there so that the 

people and Moses can see and hear what is going on. This seems a generous, albeit 
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terrifying, gesture on God’s part. Much later in 1 Kings, when Solomon’s temple is 

finally built in ancient Jerusalem, God’s glory is revealed in a cloud that does not 

simply hover over the temple but enters and fills it.1  

The cloud in Matthew’s description of the Transfiguration is a “bright 

cloud.” We may think of clouds as hiding the light—as in Joni Mitchell’s song 

“Both Sides Now”: 

…”But now they only block the sun 

They rain and snow on everyone…” 

However, I am sure most of you have seen glorious cloud formations, especially at 

sunrise or sunset, when the clouds seem infused with light, or perhaps just the 

edges of the cloud glowing. 

 What intrigued me most from today’s readings is in 2 Peter: the lamp 

shining in a dark place. Although the writer of 2 Peter was probably from 

sometime in the first century, this person was still close enough to the events of the 

Transfiguration to have experienced the immediacy of having heard God’s voice 

on the mountain, and to feel part of the group of eyewitnesses that saw God’s 

majesty. The power of this story has been conveyed to us as if it were the light of a 

burning lamp.  

                                           
1 Maier, “The Divine Presence within the Cloud,” 79–101. 
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 When the Israelites were traveling in the desert they carried the Ark of the 

Covenant with them in a portable Tent of Meeting. Chapter 27 in Exodus has all 

the particulars of how the altar is to be designed and built, along with the court of 

the tabernacle with all its hangings and bronze utensils. Then we hear this: ‘“You 

shall further command the Israelites to bring you pure oil of beaten olives for the 

light, so that a lamp may be set up to burn regularly. In the tent of meeting, outside 

the curtain that is before the covenant, Aaron and his sons shall tend it from 

evening to morning before the LORD. It shall be a perpetual ordinance to be 

observed throughout their generations by the Israelites.”’ (Exodus 27:20-21)  

Moses was no longer on Mt. Sinai conversing with God in clouds, and with 

God’s glory like a “devouring fire.” Yet something of that experience was distilled 

into the oil lamp perpetually burning near the curtain before the covenant. We do 

not have an oil lamp, but we do have a sanctuary candle that burns continually near 

the tabernacle where the Sacraments are kept, except after the stripping of the altar 

on Maundy Thursday through Good Friday. It reminds us that the Light of Christ is 

ever-present. The altar guild faithfully changes the candle approximately every 

seven days. We are not on Mt. Sinai either, yet something of that transfiguring 

light is with us, always burning. 
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In Matthew’s rendition of the Transfiguration, after Peter, James, and John 

hear the voice from the cloud declaring, ‘“This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I 

am well pleased; listen to him!” the disciples fall to the ground overcome by fear. 

Then Jesus does a loving and comforting thing—and we only hear it in this Gospel. 

He touches the disciples, saying, “Get up and do not be afraid.” (Matthew 17:7)  

Today’s Scripture seems to offer us a bridge into Ash Wednesday and the 

beginning of Lent. I see it in Jesus’ loving gestures, and hear it in his comforting 

words to the disciples. I hear it in 2 Peter when we are offered that lamp to light 

our way. Yes, we have been up on the mountain with the most amazing Epiphany 

story yet about God’s manifest radiance in this world with voices giving us 

important messages from the clouds. Yet God seems to know that we cannot stay 

on that mountain. Sometimes the path down is not clear, or there may be obstacles. 

Of course a single lamp cannot contain the whole of God’s glory. The lamp we 

take with us may have a softer light, yet we are given enough light, just enough 

light, on the path ahead. I think of that wonderful line from Psalm 119: “Your word 

is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path.” (Psalm 119:105) And we have the 

light of this lamp until the morning stars rise at last. 

When I was a young girl I went to summer camp in the mountains of 

Western North Carolina most of the years I was in grade school. After a day of 

swimming and hiking, making crafts, studying critters in the woods, or devising 
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skits for our Friday night campfire we had a wonderful nighttime ritual. We went 

to bed pretty soon after it was dark. When we were gathered in the tents with our 

counselors, they would light a kerosene lantern and read to us. At some point one 

counselor would go out to a wooden platform in the middle of the tents and begin 

to sing. Gradually all the counselors would join in, singing rounds and lullabies. 

The counselor would turn down the wick of the lantern before going out but leave 

it burning. I always fell asleep before the counselor returned. The singing and the 

soft light helped me drift off peacefully. One of the tent chores was cleaning the 

glass of the lantern and making sure it had enough kerosene in the base. We were 

awakened in the morning with more singing. 

 

 
“How to See” Alice Carlton  
 
I close my eyes in silence, 
enter the inner elevator 
and press “down.” 
I look around as I descend 
into the darkness inside. 
What will I find this time? 
Those many doors to open, 
a multitude of voices to hear. 
I tune in with wonder. 
There is a voice that knows, 
a light that shines the way ahead 
one step at a time, 
if I listen deep enough. 
I trust the way will open. 
I breathe deep and 
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feel the expansion begin, 
opening inward and outward. 
I wait expectantly 
for that sense of what 
is whole and true 
that never fails to guide me. 
I open my eyes. 
I see. 
 


