
Last Epiphany A 2014 

 

Exodus 24:12-18 

2 Peter 1:16-21 

Matthew 17:1-9 

 

 

When a bright cloud overshadows you, 

It is a startling, strange, and wonderful, 

In fact an awesome experience. 

 

We know, most of us, 

What it is like to have a dark cloud overshadow us. 

Literally, and figuratively, 

We know the feeling 

Of the dark clammy gloom 

That wraps itself around us, 

Makes it hard to see or move. 

 

But what about a bright cloud? 

 

I remember once, 

Lying at anchor 

In a tiny harbor I knew – still know – 

Like the back of my hand. 

 

We were fogbound, 

Completely hemmed in  

By dense grey clouds 

Lying thick on the water 

And rising high up over our heads. 

One of those times 

You could not see from one end of the boat 

To the other. 

Everything dripped. 

 

Suddenly, the clouds changed  

From dull grey to dazzling. 

Everything around us was white, bright, 

Startling.  

There was still nothing else to see 

Except the cloud that surrounded us, 

But it was all completely different. 

Stranger, more awesome. 

There seemed nothing to do  

Except just be in it. 
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Then the bright cloud was gone, 

And we sat in bright sunshine, 

Everything we knew had been there all along 

Though we could not see it, 

Returned to our sight. 

 

And then, just a little ways away, 

We saw the bright cloud 

Lingering over the narrow passage that runs past the harbor. 

We could see all around us, 

Except into the bright cloud. 

 

But it rested low on the water, 

Very low, 

And so as a dozen boats made their way through the passage, 

We could see just the very tops of their masts, 

Passing each other in both directions. 

 

It was clear they could not see each other, 

And sometimes  

We would hear frantic tooting of fog horns 

And see the sudden swerve 

Of the tops of the masts 

As the boats came closer than they had expected. 

 

It was funny, and a little touching, 

And somewhat wonderful, 

To see, not the boats, but only a sign of the boats, 

fumbling through the bright cloud, 

not completely helpless, 

but unaware of the dance they were careening through. 

 

When the bright cloud parted at last, 

It was an ordinary beautiful day, 

And the boats came and went in their usual way, 

And we, after a while, 

Weighed anchor and sailed away. 

 

But the sight lingered in my mind, 

And though I still take delight in the memory, 

Even I, 

In whom the human urge to make meaning of anything 

Runs deep and strong, 

Even I find that the experience itself, 

More than any interpretation of it, 

Is what remains, 
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And matters to me, 

And offers me wonder and delight. 

 

Did I miss the meaning, 

Or, and I hesitate to say this –  

Is making meaning not always the point? 

 

I believe something mysterious 

And wonderful, 

And beautiful 

Happened on the mountaintop, 

When Jesus became dazzling and bright, 

And the glory of the light 

That makes and sustains the world 

Shone all around. 

 

I doubt Jesus told his disciples 

To say nothing about it. 

 

I think, more likely, 

Like most of the rest of us, 

Most of the time, 

The disciples “had the experience, 

But missed the meaning.” 

 

The bright cloud, 

And the iconic figures, 

And the voice from heaven, 

Were overwhelming. 

And they failed, at first, 

To make sense of it. 

 

The disciples on the mountaintop  

Entered a bright cloud, 

And were filled with awe, 

And babbled and fell silent. 

 

Did Jesus actually order them  

Not to speak? 

 

I’m not so sure.  

 

Maybe they didn’t speak 

Because there was nothing they could say, 

Nothing that would come close  

To capturing the wonder of the experience. 
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Only after, long after, 

When the whole world was changed 

By a greater event  

That was even harder to understand, 

Only then – 

They called the bright cloud back to mind, 

And saw meaning in it, 

And told their story.  

 

I don’t know if it happened this way, 

But for me this rings true. 

 

We can’t always make meaning, 

At least not right away. 

Some of us, never. 

But that does not mean 

The experience is not real, 

Does not have value, 

Does not enrich our lives. 

It is a touchstone, 

Whether we make sense of it or not. 

 

All of us,  

I believe, 

Have experiences of the beyond, 

Of the more, 

The numinous, 

The divine. 

For some of us, 

These never take shape in words. 

For others, 

They become poems, 

Music, works of art, 

Journal entries, 

Stories, like mine, 

Told haltingly and losing much in the telling. 

 

For all of us, 

They become touchstones, 

Moments we carry within us, 

Rough stones 

Or polished gems, 

But, in every case, 

Treasures from the heart of life. 
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Sometimes, 

Years later, 

We bring these treasures forth and wonder, 

Is it time to look at this? 

 

Walking through a ruined garden 

With a companion, 

The poet T. S. Eliot came unexpectedly 

At the edge of a dry pool 

into a moment  

When the veil parted 

And the brightness of the beyond 

Blazed around them. 

 

 Dry the pool, dry concrete, brown edged, 

 And the pool was filled with water out of sunlight, 

 And the lotos rose, quietly, quietly, 

 The surface glittered out of heart of light, 

 And they were behind us, reflected in the pool. 

 Then a cloud passed, and the pool was empty.  

 

Even Eliot, the great poet of the mystical, 

Did not, I suspect, 

Try to make meaning in that moment. 

 

Elsewhere, he talks about the need to return, 

To find meaning in those things 

That in the moment overwhelmed us. 

 

“ . . . the sudden illumination – 

We had the experience but missed the meaning, 

And approach to the meaning restores the experience 

In a different form . . .”  

 

Where do we go, 

When we come down from the mountain? 

When the experience is restored,  

In a different form,  

What do we make of it? 

 

How do we harness the energy of those moments, 

Whether they be uncut stones, 

Experiences we carry within us, 

Beneath the surface of thoughts, 

Or whether we polish them  

To the high gloss of art – 
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How do we harness the energy of those moments 

So that they send us out 

To seek the renewal of the world? 

 

The disciples were babbling bumblers, 

But we are only here today 

Because they fumbled their way through the stories – 

This mountaintop story, 

The story of the empty tomb – 

They fumbled their way out of their fear 

And turned the world upside down.  

 

And yet,  

Those mountaintop moments 

Are more than fuel for the fire. 

They have a beauty and a worth 

In and of themselves; 

They are icons, 

Inviting us to wonder and love. 

 

Today, before we come down the mountain, 

And repent in dust and ashes, 

Linger for a moment. 

There is no need to build a booth, 

Or to babble. 

 

Just be in the bright cloud. 

It lasts forever, 

And it hides everywhere. 

It waits on the mountaintop, 

And in moments of reconciliation and hope, 

And in the bread and wine 

We take and bless and break and share. 

 

The bright cloud is here, 

And everywhere.  

 

The world’s work is waiting, 

And the road down from the mountain  

Leads to the cross. 

 

But the beyond is always calling,  

And the bright cloud  

Is always waiting to embrace us, 

Illumine us, 

And then,  
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Send us out again. 

 

The world’s work is waiting. 

The mountaintop endures forever. 

Our life moves between these poles, 

Work and wonder.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

 T.S. Eliot, Burnt Norton 

 T.S.Eliot, The Dry Salvages 


