Messages from Mountains: Don’t Worry About Being Wrong
Matthew 17:1-9
Today we reach the end the season of Epiphany. As we’ve journeyed through this season of light, illumination, and revelation, we’ve stopped and listened to some of the messages Jesus offers from mountainsides. Today our journey leads us to one more mountain setting.
Jesus takes three of his disciples—Peter, James, and John—to a mountaintop. The setting signals that possibilities are in the air. As one writer notes, in Greek, Hebrew, Roman, and Asian religious literature, mountains “were always places where the human could touch the divine.”

 And sure enough, something amazing happens almost as soon as Jesus and his disciples reach the top of that mountain. Something that allows the disciples to see Jesus differently. Something that transforms their understanding of him.

Less than a week before their trek up the mountain, Jesus had talked with his disciples about the future. He’d tried to help them understand the path that ultimately would lead him to Jerusalem, to death, to resurrection. But if Peter’s response at that point was any indication, the disciples really didn’t get what Jesus was saying.

Now they get another chance.

Peter again is the one who speaks up. He seems to fall over himself trying to find something to do. He’s babbling on when a voice from heaven interrupts him. It’s almost as if God says, “For heaven’s sake, you’ve got Jesus there. Stop talking, and just listen to him.”

Poor old Peter. He’s so terrified that he falls to the ground. Can’t you see him there with his hands over his ears and his eyes squeezed shut?
This is the same Peter who just a few days earlier had declared that Jesus was the Messiah. The same Peter whom Jesus had called “the rock” on which he’d build the church.

But now here he is. Failing to understand. Falling down. Fearing for his life.

And then it’s over—the dazzling light, the visit of heroes of faith, the heavenly voice. Nothing is left but Jesus—who reaches out, touches Peter, and tells him to “be raised” and to stop being afraid.

One writer questions whether Peter’s real sense of call didn’t happen here on the mountaintop—“when the voice interrupts all his plots and plans and announces that this Jesus is none other than God’s beloved son and so the most important thing Peter can do is simply listen to him. In that moment everything for Peter was still and clear and made sense.

“But of course it didn’t last. Peter needs to be pulled up off the ground, perhaps wondering if anything had actually happened or whether he had imagined it all. And then on the way down the mountain Jesus will again intimate of his impending death and destiny. Peter will struggle to listen, to follow, to be faithful. Actually, he will more than struggle, he will fail. And Jesus will reach out, raise him up again, and send him forth. I have a hunch that each time Peter fell down and got up again, he would look back on this day and recall those words, ‘Just listen to him!’”

That pattern of failing, falling, and being lifted up to start over seems to define Peter’s life. It also seems to shape his realization that above and beyond everything else, he’s called to listen to Jesus.

During our recent Journey of Discipleship class, the students and I talked about whether Jesus’ disciples ever disappointed him. They recalled stories about times when the disciples made mistakes, bad decisions, wrong choices.

One of the students began to share such a story: “I think his name was Gary.”

“Gary?” I thought as I listened to see where this story might be going.

“Yeah, I think it was Gary. He said he’d follow Jesus, but then he didn’t and a rooster crowed.”

Now I recognized the story. Another time when Peter failed, fell, and had to be lifted up to start over.

But thinking about him as “Gary” somehow changed the story for me. It seemed to make the story more human.

It’s often easy to add Peter to the list of heroes of faith—right there with Moses and Elijah. And when we do that, his experiences often seem beyond those we can expect to encounter. But thinking about him as “Gary” allows him to be one of us.

We all know what it means to fail and fall. We also know how it feels to be so afraid that we simply want to hunker down.

One of my best friends called this week. Julianne holds an M.B.A. and for years was a successful analyst and trainer for the Environmental Protection Agency. When she and her family moved to California for her husband’s job, she took a break from work to stay at home with their children.
As her youngest children were preparing to start school, she began to think about returning to work. Maybe she would try something new. After considering what might energize her, she decided to pursue certification as a special education teacher.

She’s almost finished. She just needs to complete her student teaching this spring.

She called this week because she’s experienced a fall. The supervising teacher with whom she’s spent the past nine weeks was less than supportive. In fact, the teacher remained distant over the course of Julianne’s time in her classroom and then said harsh things when Julianne and her professor sat down with her for a final evaluation.
Julianne was hurt and shaken. Even though her professor said not to worry about the supervising teacher’s comments, Julianne’s anxious about whether those comments may have a lasting effect. Even though Julianne’s had years of professional success, she’s afraid that she might not do OK as she begins her next student teaching assignment tomorrow.

She knows she can’t just hunker down, but that’s what she feels like doing right now. And so she called. She needed to hear someone encourage her to get up and try again. Someone acknowledge the fall she’s taken but still believe she can start over in responding to the call she’s felt in her life.

Maybe the message Peter receives from Jesus on that mountaintop can give each of us hope that when we fail and fall, someone will reach out and help lift us up.
Maybe the message Peter receives from Jesus on that mountaintop can help us understand that, rather than worrying about being wrong and allowing that fear to immobilize us, we can be raised to try again.
Maybe the message Peter receives from Jesus on that mountaintop can remind us that, regardless of what happens in life, we’re called to listen to Jesus and to discern God’s way in the world.

Maybe the message Peter receives from Jesus on that mountaintop can help us believe that—no matter how often we fail and fall, no matter how often we’re afraid and want to hunker down, no matter how often we worry about being wrong—Jesus is ready to reach out and touch us, ready to lift us up, ready to tell us not to be afraid, ready to transform us.

And maybe the message that Peter receives from Jesus on that mountaintop can help each of us hear and follow our own call. Whether it’s to be a parent, a student, a retiree, a volunteer. Whether it’s to continue in the work we’ve done for years or to pursue a new avenue of employment. Whether it’s to serve in health care; in the private sector, in local, state, or federal government; in the military; in the service industry; in our schools or universities; in the military; or in the nonprofit world. As in following our own call, believe that we can help transform the world.
After all, if Gary could do it, maybe we can too. Amen.
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