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Have you had those moments in your life, where things are one way before and another way 
after, and nothing is the same again? In today’s readings these moments are identified with 
spectacles: blinding lights, a magic mantle, a spectacular whirlwind, celebrity appearances. 
Sometimes we have our own spectacles for these sorts of moments: the beauty of a wedding 
celebration, the miracle of birth, the horrible awe of a natural disaster or an accident. At least as 
often, though, these moments slip by with a whisper.  
 
No matter how loudly or softly these moments come, though, they change us. Sometimes this is 
a joyous, happy change, but often it is laced with grief or fear—in fact, even the wonderful, 
joyous threshold moments carry a bit of grief or fear: a happy graduate might have anxiety 
about the future or grieve changing friendships. A new parent might worry whether they are up 
to the task, or grieve the freedom of life before kids.  
 
Crossing over thresholds isn’t easy. But, as today’s readings remind us, it is a necessary part of 
life, of growth, of faith—and God is in those moments with us. 
 
Let’s start with the Old Testament story. In fact, let’s start with a little backstory: earlier in the 
narrative, the prophet Elijah calls Elisha to be his apprentice and heir. Elisha is a young man, 
tending his father’s fields, and Eijah walks out into the field, lays his mantle on Elisha’s 
shoulders, and calls him to a new vocation. 
 
So here we are several years later. Elisha has walked with and learned from his teacher. He 
loves him. He loves him so much that when Elijah says it’s time for him to go, Elisha refuses to 
leave him—it takes being brought up to heaven on a fiery chariot in a celestial whirlwind. 
 
This threshold, like those we encounter, was inevitable. Elisha couldn’t demand that Elijah stay 
with him, much as he might like to. He had to say goodbye. And what a goodbye it was—what 
pomp and circumstance! What a display of the glory of God! But Elisha’s response to losing his 
mentor is a very human one: he tears his clothing in grief. 
 
Elisha will grow into a great prophet in his own right. He received the double portion of power he 
asked of Elijah, performing twice as many miracles and leaving a legacy as prophet and leader 
in multiple traditions. He could never have come into his own, could never have entered this 
space without the difficult threshold moment of his goodbye to Elijah. 
 
This reminds me of a short and poignant Mary Oliver poem. It’s titled “The Uses of Sorrow,” and 
begins with a parenthetical note: (In my sleep I dreamed this poem). Here it is: “Someone I 



loved once gave me / a box full of darkness. // It took me years to understand / that this, too, 
was a gift.” Seems like a strange gift, doesn’t it? And yet, those who’ve known sorrow—which is 
to say, most everyone—know also the clarity and growth it can bring. Threshold experiences 
can carry grief, but that grief can be a gift, too 
 
And then in our gospel reading, the disciples with Jesus had one of these threshold moments. 
Before this literal mountaintop experience, they knew Jesus as their rabbi, their 
teacher—exceptional, but still somehow familiar, even safe. 
 
Then he leads them up a mountain and they see him transformed. He shines with pure 
heavenly brightness. He is joined by the patriarchs —Moses, Elijah; the law and the prophets. 
 
Peter’s first—and famous—idea is that they should mark this momentous occasion. He 
suggests building dwelling places so they can all stay there together. This is a natural 
instinct—both wanting to stay somewhere we see to be good rather than return to the world of 
darkness and wilderness, and wanting to mark a time when everything changed.  
 
We can see this in the way we do church, the way we recognize the sacraments. We like our 
outward and visible signs: rings marking a change in the way we live in relationship. Stoles 
offering a sign of the change of ordination. Maybe you’ve done other things to mark 
before-and-after moments in your life: a tattoo, a piece of jewelry, a change in appearance. 
Something that signals to you—I am changed, and this is the way things are now. 
 
But there’s another part to this story, another side effect of the unfamiliar: the disciples were 
terrified. It’s understandable: they’ve just seen people from the stories they grew up hearing, 
and they’ve just seen their beloved teacher both wholly himself and completely and utterly 
changed. How will they go back to the way things were before? And the fact is, they won’t return 
to the way things were—they, like us in our liturgical calendar, will begin the journey that leads 
to the cross, and then beyond. 
 
The disciples’ fear is understandable, and relatable. When change comes and the world as we 
know it is transformed, another natural response is fear. Fearing the unknown has kept us alive 
for millennia. 
 
But fear can be good. Like grief, it can be a gift. I think of Steven Pressfield’s book The War of 
Art. He writes. “Are you paralyzed with fear? That’s a good sign. Fear is good. Like self-doubt, 
fear is an indicator. Fear tells us what we have to do. Remember one rule of thumb: the more 
scared we are of a work or calling, the more sure we can be that we have to do it.” 
 
Pressfield is writing about creative pursuits, about the process of making art, but I think his 
words have a much broader application—to the art of living, if you will. Fear can be a gift when it 
doesn’t stop us from doing something, but makes us sit up and pay attention. Threshold 
experiences can be frightening, but that fear can be a gift. 
 



Our reading for the last Sunday after Epiphany is the transfiguration story, even though we 
celebrate the Feast of the Transfiguration in August. It seems like a weird quirk, a lectionary 
anomaly that’s probably thanks to our more Protestant siblings. But this is an appropriate place 
in the year to get this story.  
 
We’re at a seasonal threshold now: we’ve reached the pinnacle of epiphanytide, with the bright, 
showy lights. We’re getting ready to walk through the door into Lent, getting ready to enter the 
wilderness. This is a step that can come with grief, and it can come with fear. This year has held 
plenty of both—I don’t know about you, but I sometimes feel like Lent still hasn’t ended. I grieve 
the gatherings and celebrations and moments in the life of the parish that we should have 
shared. 
 
But we must cross this threshold, into the wilderness again, still. For this is how we grow. And 
so in our lives—into the wilderness, into the unknown, through the door. 
 
I don’t know what this Lent will hold for you, for us. I don’t know what’s through the doorways in 
your lives. I do know that whatever it is, it probably holds some measure of grief and some 
measure of fear, and I know that those are human and real and strange, uncomfortable gifts. 
And I also know that whatever is through the doorway, God is there also. 
 
At the last meeting of the formation team, our wonderful chair brought a prayer that has been a 
favorite of mine since I first encountered it early in my discernment process—it’s Trappist monk 
Thomas Morton’s most well known prayer, and as I close, I invite you to pray along with me: 
 
My Lord God, I have no idea where I am going. I do not see the road ahead of me. I cannot 
know for certain where it will end. nor do I really know myself, and the fact that I think I am 
following your will does not mean that I am actually doing so. But I believe that the desire to 
please you does in fact please you. And I hope I have that desire in all that I am doing. I hope 
that I will never do anything apart from that desire. And I know that if I do this you will lead me 
by the right road, though I may know nothing about it. Therefore will I trust you always though I 
may seem to be lost and in the shadow of death. I will not fear, for you are ever with me, and 
you will never leave me to face my perils alone. Amen. 


