
Transfiguration, 2020, Matthew—Clouds and Slow 

 In 1971, I was 11 years old, and I liked to sit and play my guitar and sing, picturing 

myself as the next Joan Baez or Joni Mitchell, and one of my favorite songs was popularized by 

Joni Mitchell, “Clouds”.  Also called “Both sides now”, the chorus stated, “I’ve looked at clouds 

from both sides now, from up and down, and still somehow, it’s cloud’s illusions I recall, I really 

don’t know clouds at all.”   When Joni wrote this song in 1966, clouds were a metaphor for life 

and love and her bewilderment about them; imagine what kind of song she might write now 

about the cloud with which most of us deal most frequently—the internet storage cloud.   In case 

you’re not sure, here is the definition from Wikipedia of the cloud--“Cloud storage is a model of 

computer data storage in which the digital data is stored in logical pools. The physical storage 

spans multiple servers, and the physical environment is typically owned and managed by a 

hosting company”.   That doesn’t entirely clear things up for me, I’ve got to admit.  Looking at it 

from up and down, I’m still not sure I really understand that cloud at all.  This next definition 

was a little more helpful to me : “In the simplest terms, cloud computing means storing and 

accessing data and programs over the Internet instead of your computer's hard drive. 

The cloud is just a metaphor for the Internet.”  Of course, this assumes we actually understand 

what the internet is, as opposed to merely utilizing the internet, but it’s fascinating to me that the 

cloud both exists in some literal, physical capacity somewhere, but it is also a  metaphor for our 

technological forays.  Certainly, clouds are both literal and metaphorical throughout Scripture as 

well, and in both our lessons today, we are looking at clouds from both sides now---literally and 

metaphorically, and whether or not we really know them at all remains to be seen.   



 Both our lessons for this Transfiguration Sunday involve manifestations of God’s 

presence and glory---technically called theophanies, if you’d like to work that into some 

upcoming conversation somehow.  There are theophanies throughout Scripture, instances where 

God’s holiness is manifested, often involving fire, wind, or clouds.  We might think of the story 

of the burning bush and Moses in the Old Testament, or of the mighty wind that blew through the 

worshipping assembly on the first Pentecost in the book of Acts.  And in today’s two lessons the 

theophanies, or manifestations of the Holy, bear many similarities:  both happen on mountain 

tops, both involve clouds, and both involve fire or light of some kind.  Moses spends 6 days on a 

cloud covered Mount Sinai and then another 40 receiving the Law, while both fire and cloud 

appear atop the mountain.  Jesus, in our Gospel lesson, shines like the sun, dazzlingly bright, and 

a bright cloud overshadows the mountain top, from which God’s voice is heard.  Wow!  This is 

heady stuff!  Encounters with the Holy can be mysterious, remarkable, and extra-ordinary.  They 

can also be much more every-day and common-place, too, but our lessons for today feature the 

more glorious and dramatic versions.  Fire and cloud are both literally present, but are also 

metaphors, symbolic of God’s holy presence and power. 

 So, I’d like to return briefly to our most frequently used cloud, that internet storage 

capacity, which is also both literal and metaphorical, in order to observe an important contrast.  I 

would guess that most of us here are availing ourselves of cloud storage.  I know that most of the 

books on my kindle are backed up in the cloud. Most of the pictures on my phone and laptop are 

also in the cloud.  As are many of my work files.  They are there for reasons of security and 

peace of mind, in case my phone or laptop suddenly goes caput, I still have those pictures or 

files.  And by using cloud storage, I can save space on my hard drives, too.  But the real value of 



the cloud for me, and I’m guessing most of us, is speed and convenience.  Wherever I am, 

whatever device I have at hand, I can access my information quickly and easily and be on my 

way.  I like that!  Being able to get the hard facts and get them right now often works really 

nicely for most of us.  Which means the cloud fits right into a culture obsessed with multi-

tasking, speed, efficiency, and bits of hard information.  And all of that is in direct contrast with 

our cloudy lessons for today. 

 I can go online to that metaphorical internet cloud and access a nearly infinite number of 

law codes in seconds.  But it took a long while for Moses and the cloud on Mount Sinai to put 

together the law, particularly the 10 Commandments.  Look at the process involved with me.  

First Moses must climb the mountain.  Moses is elderly.  This took a while.  Then he spends 6 

days apparently adjusting to the altitude, emptying his mind of distractions, and simply basking 

in the Lord’s glory in the cloud covered mountain.  Then another 40 days and nights were 

utilized in putting together the 10 Commandments and the stone tablets on which they were 

inscribed.  Then he returns down the mountain to the people.  So how did his cloud differ from 

ours?  The cloud in Exodus wasn’t about hard facts, convenience, and speed---it was rather about 

a slow process of experiencing God and God’s holiness and formulating that into some words 

over time.   

 The situation with Jesus in our Gospels is a little different, in that Jesus takes three others 

with him up the mountain.  They were all presumably younger than Moses, but this still would 

have involved time and effort.  Once atop, Jesus is transfigured, transformed, changed, before 

their very eyes.  That dazzling brightness shines from him.  And then there is a vision, a vision 



involving not only Elijah, but our good friend Moses from our Old Testament lesson. Why these 

two men, specifically?  Well, the vision of Moses and Elijah would seem to represent how Jesus 

is fulfilling the law, symbolized by Moses, and the prophets, symbolized by Elijah.  If we stop to 

think about it, we might wonder—how did the disciples know it was Moses and Elijah before 

them?  It’s not like they had pictures preserved from the past to identify them by.  Were they 

wearing those stick-on name tags?  “Hello, my name is Moses.  Hello, my name is Elijah”.? We 

don’t know.  Perhaps Moses held the tablets of the 10 commandments in the vision; perhaps 

Elijah was seen with his fiery chariot.     At any rate, somehow the disciples knew who they 

were, and they likely would have understood that their presence connected the long tradition of 

the Old Testament law and prophecy with Jesus in their midst in the current moment.  The 

disciples, quite naturally, are more than a little overwhelmed by all of this.   Peter, true to form, 

starts talking, even though he’s too flabbergasted to make much sense; “Lord, it’s a good thing 

we’re here, because we can set up little shelters—one for you, one for Moses, and one for 

Elijah”---as if Jesus had brought them along to design and build tiny houses on short notice. 

Fortunately, before Peter can start planning out wallpaper patterns, the bright cloud overshadows 

them and the voice of God is heard.  This voice moves the disciples from merely stunned and 

confused to downright terrified.  They literally collapse to the ground, overcome by fear.  Which 

may be a reminder to us that experiencing the Holy, having this rare kind of transcendent 

experience, may not be so much jolly fun as it is humbling, confusing, and frightening.  There’s 

nothing tame or cute about God; and the disciples are quite reasonably frightened out of their 

wits.  “This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him!” the voice from 

the cloud proclaims.  And then, while they are puddles of fear and confusion, lying on the 



ground, the really glorious and wonderful part of this whole experience occurs.  Not the light, 

cloud, or voice; not the special effects; but this:  Jesus comes to them, touches them, and says, 

“Get up.  Don’t be afraid.”  How amazing and moving is that?  In their fear and confusion, their 

Lord comes to them.  Touches them.  And encourages them:  “Get up.  Don’t be afraid.”  I’m not 

sure how I’d feel about being a part of all that led up to that moment, but that moment, I would 

have loved to experience, wouldn’t you? 

 So, already, this cloudy experience is differentiated from our internet cloud, in that it 

features mystery rather than stored bits of hard information, and it has been far from convenient.  

But now that other aspect of contrast is about to happen, the slooow part of this Scriptural 

experience as opposed to our instant-results-oriented selves and culture.  As they return from the 

transcendent experience atop the mountain to the valley below--which always does have to 

happen--, Jesus says, “tell no one about the vision until after the Son of Man has been raised 

from the dead.”  Jesus asks them not to speak about this brush with the holy until after he dies 

and is raised.  What’s up with that?  There are a variety of possible explanations, but let’s 

consider this one this morning: many significant experiences take time to process, understand, 

and articulate. One more time on that?  Many significant experiences take time to process, 

understand, and articulate.  Especially intense or mysterious experiences.  Don’t we discover all 

the time that we can more easily perceive God’s hand leading us through our lives with the 

benefit of a little time and perspective?  Often when we’re caught up in the immediacy of the 

moment, we lack the broadness of vision to place it somewhere meaningful within our 

understanding or context.  Hardly surprising; we’re only human. But Jesus may well believe that 

this mountain top experience will make more sense both to the disciples and to those whom they 



will tell of it, after he has died and been raised.  They need time to process it and place it within a 

larger context.  Because again, unlike our internet cloud, life with God and experiences of the 

holy are not about speed, convenience, and hard facts.  There is a need for slow.  There is a need 

to respect mystery.  There is a need for time to process what happens.  There is a need to be 

willing to be inconvenienced.  It any or all of these needs sound challenging to you, as they do to 

me, welcome to the journey of faith and discipleship, which also takes time and process and can 

be slow and inconvenient and wonderful and mysterious.   

 I am especially struck by these stories today, because of the theme I chose for this year 

around New Year’s time.  I often pick a spiritual theme for an annual focus.  This year I found 

myself pondering the need for me to be patient, to make a friend with time instead of always 

trying to hurry it up or slow it down, to trust God’s timing rather than always trying to force my 

own.  A quote from Teilhard de Chardin, a 20th C.  Ignatian mystic, came to mind, which has 

been a mantra for me:  “Be patient with the slow work of God.”   “Be patient with the slow work 

of God.”  Both of these texts model that for us….the disciples waiting for a while to process their 

experience of Christ’s transfiguration before they can understand it or speak of it……Moses 

needing time to both prepare and then to receive a revelation from God on Mount Sinai.  You 

can’t hurry up God.  You can’t rush the Holy.  The Divine is not on our schedule or answerable to 

our agenda.   

 I think there may be some takeaways for us from these lessons.  Having looked at these 

clouds from both sides now, we may have at least a little understanding of them at all.  While we 

absolutely cannot order holy experiences from the divine cloud in the same way we can 



manipulate the internet cloud,  we can possibly do some things to open ourselves up to God’s 

holy presence.  We might consider that we can physically place ourselves in spaces that evoke 

the holy, whether a mountain, a church, or a lake shore.  We might consider that we can make 

time, slow time, available for experiences of the holy, whether in prayer, while hiking, while 

worshipping, while meditating….but allowing time and space for God to interact with us can 

never be a bad thing.  We might want to follow the lead of Moses or the disciples in simply 

taking some time to marvel at how holy God is, to gaze at how Christ shines, to bask in the 

beauty of the Lord, to worship, praise, and adore from the heart.    

And of course, both of these stories deal with the reality that we don’t stay on the 

mountain top, in the cloud of God’s glory.  We return to the valley and things may be difficult, 

and we are all too often fearful and overwhelmed.  So, recall in those times, how Jesus responds. 

He comes to us, he touches us, and he says, “Get up.  Don’t be afraid.”  And when we get up and 

look around, what will we see?  We read in our text: “The disciples saw no one except Jesus 

himself alone.”  Which was all they needed to see.   All we need to see. In Christ alone, our hope 

is found.   Amen.  


