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UN-Settled 
Jake was a seminary classmate from the days when I took those very first courses at Austin Seminary’s 
Houston extension. He was brash, with strongly held opinions that often clashed with my own. After a 
couple of semesters, Jake took the plunge; quit his job and went to Austin to finish seminary training. I 
would see him again from time to time as he came through the Presbytery Center. 

I still remember the conversation when Jake confessed that his seminary internship in a local 
congregation had convinced him that he was not truly called to parish ministry. He was completing a 
hospital chaplain’s residency instead. Wishing him luck, I wondered how that would go for him.  

It was unsettling to witness this deep shift in Jake’s vocational plans. 

A few years later, I would encounter Jake in a different setting. He visited my hospital room as I 
recovered from surgery. He was—as far as I could see—the same Jake I’d always known. We talked 
some; he sat quietly while I drifted into sleep; he prayed with me when I woke up. His visit brought with 
it deep peace, comfort, and an unspoken reassurance that God was present. 

It was as if—while I watched—Jake had been transformed, God’s goodness and love spilling through him 
as he followed the call of Jesus. It was a mountain-top moment;.one of those thin places where God’s 
presence seems so near.  
 

In today’s text, Matthew is recounting THE mountain-top experience from which all others take their 
name. 

It is the story of the Transfiguration of Jesus—and in the cycle of scripture readings, we hear this story 
each year on the Sunday before the season of Lent begins. 

Matthew is specific about the timing. Six days earlier, Jesus was quizzing the disciples, “Who do you say 
that I am?” In a moment of stunning insight, Peter says, “You are the Messiah, Son of the Living God.”  

We know from that story insight does not always equal understanding.  

Jesus tells the disciples in no uncertain terms what messiahship means—confrontation with authorities, 
suffering, and death. Peter is stricken by this message and takes it upon himself to set Jesus straight. 
“God forbid it, Lord! This must not happen to you.” 

Jesus sees the whole of Peter’s heart and tells him he is set on “human things” and not on “divine 
things.” Then there is the challenge given to all the disciples: “If any want to become my followers,  
let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.”  
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This is unsettling because Jesus tells his followers—and us—that the path of discipleship is walked in the 
shadow of a cross. 
 

And now “Six days later…” Matthew begins this part of the story.  

Patrick Wilson explains that this passage is “Moses-shaped.”1 The “six days” becomes significant 
because Moses spent six days on Sinai. Like Moses, Jesus interprets the law. Like Moses, Jesus goes up 
the mountain with three companions. There is a cloud over the mountain and a voice from within the 
cloud. Like Moses, Jesus face shines “like the sun.”  

Matthew uses the template of Moses to introduce Jesus: Moses who is a messiah—one of God’s 
anointed—to introduce THE Messiah who is God’s own Son, Israel’s ultimate king, and redeemer of the 
world. 

Can you imagine the confusion and fear on that mountain as Peter and James and John struggle to see 
and understand what is happening, struggle to see and understand this vision of Jesus? 

For three years, they have been companions to Jesus. Day in and day out, they’ve walked the dusty 
roads of Galilee and Judea and trans-Jordan. They have accompanied Jesus the man, Jesus the rabbi, 
Jesus the teacher, Jesus the miracle worker, Jesus the rabble rouser. But on that mountain, the curtain 
falls away and they see Jesus in his glory. 

With their own eyes, Peter and James and John see the glory of God radiate from the Son of God. They 
witness Jesus in conversation with Moses and Elijah. The ordinary is transformed as the extraordinary 
truth of Jesus is revealed. 

Peter’s nerves get the better of him. He interrupts the conversation with a suggestion—that the 
disciples could enshrine this moment—building places for Moses and Elijah and Jesus to stay, right there 
on the mountain. 

Peter wants to extend hospitality, to celebrate this event. He wants to settle into the moment as if it 
were a place he might live forever. 

Peter is still talking when that bright cloud blots out the sky and the heavenly voice commands, “This is 
my Son, the Beloved; with whom I am well pleased. Listen to him!”  

Like the Israelites before them, who were frightened of the cloud and terrified of God’s voice, Peter and 
James and John fall to the ground in fear. Jesus comes, touching them, raising them up, and telling 
them, “do not be afraid.” It is a healing touch that lifts them above their fears. 
 

Theologians suggest that this mountain-top moment was intended to strengthen the disciples for what 
would come next… that the lingering power of this experience would keep their feet steady on the road 
to Jerusalem, steady in the aftermath of Easter, steady through the growth pangs of an emerging 
church. 
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One of the key moments is God’s command that the disciples “listen” to Jesus. We learn that only Jesus 
is able to teach them (and us) what it means to follow the will of God. New Testament scholar Tommy 
Givens points to this as a theme of Matthew’s gospel: the path of discipleship is one of “disturbing 
formation.” 2 

Jesus unsettles us—shakes us loose from our certainty so that we might listen to what he teaches, so 
that we might have the courage to follow the gospel into the world. 

In reading this week, I ran across the poem “Dazzling” by Jan Richardson. She writes:  
Believe me, I know 
how tempting it is 
to remain inside this blessing, 
to linger where everything 
is dazzling 
and clear. 

We could build walls 
around this blessing, 
put a roof over it. 
We could bring in 
a table, chairs, 
have the most amazing meals. 

We could make a home. 
We could stay. 

But this blessing 
is built for leaving. 
This blessing 
is made for coming down 
the mountain. 
This blessing 
wants to be in motion, 
to travel with you 
as you return 
to level ground. 

She continues: 

It will seem strange 
how quiet this blessing becomes 
when it returns to earth. 
It is not shy. 
It is not afraid. 

It simply knows 
how to bide its time, 
to watch and wait, 
to discern and pray 

until the moment comes 
when it will reveal 
everything it knows, 
when it will shine forth 
with all that it has seen, 
when it will dazzle 
with the unforgettable light 
you have carried 
all this way.3 

 
Several year ago, my friend Jake flew into Rochester on his way to visit another seminary classmate. We 
took time for conversation over a nice cup of coffee.  

I talked to him about that moment, that holy hospital moment when his blessing shone forth. Then, he 
shared the rocky path that led him there.  

In making the decision to go to seminary, Jake left behind a near six-figure income. That first year, his 
wife was diagnosed with early-onset Alzheimer’s. He went to seminary with noon-day certainty that he 
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was called to be a pastor and left without a clear path forward. His chaplain’s training began as 
something to do in the “between-times” as he sorted out his vocation.  

The work unsettled him. It was difficult, demanding more of him than he thought he could give. Yet, 
ultimately it created a life-giving space where his gifts and the world’s need met. 

In the end, Jake listened to Jesus—and found a call that transformed his life and is transforming the 
world around him. 
 

When I read the gospels, I am grateful for the disciples. I am grateful for Peter who is all quick 
enthusiasm and feet of clay and rock of the church combined:  

 Peter who wants to stay on the mountain;  
 Peter who wants to enshrine the moment and relive it forever;  
 Peter who sees the truth of Jesus and almost misses the point—that this is not a moment to 

conserve and hold, but one that will raise him up so that he might go forth. 

Like Peter, we are tempted to hold on to our certainty about what it means to follow Jesus. 

We too are distressed on the road to Jerusalem; wary of a commitment that calls us to deny ourselves 
and take up a cross. 

We too are tempted to build shrines to shining moments, to dwell in them as an escape from living out 
our calling as disciples. 

We too become paralyzed with fear when confronted with the holy that is beyond our experience, when 
we are pointed back toward the hard demands of discipleship in an unsympathetic world. 

We too must rely on Jesus to raise us up, to heal our fear, and to point us down the mountain and into 
the future. 

We too must be unsettled.  

Unsettled for the sake of the gospel.  

Unsettled for the sake of the world. 
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