


Sermon for 2/15/26
Tidy Dwellings
Exodus 24:12-18 
Psalm 2
Matthew 17:1-9 
Good morning!
It's a spectacular image, isn’t it? Jesus in dazzling white. His face, shining like the sun. Moses and Elijah, talking with Jesus. It’s an image that's been contemplated, analyzed, and revered for centuries. It’s even been given a formal name: the Transfiguration. 
And it’s NOT what I’m going to talk about today. Instead, I want to consider three tidy shelters, Peter’s bumbling enthusiasm, and the messiness of life.
As we just heard, Peter witnesses the magnificence of the Transfiguration and his first response? “Let’s make three dwellings.” In other words, let’s set up camp, right here, where all the wonderful, amazing, electrifying stuff is happening. Let’s bask in this moment. Let’s contain this moment. In three neat and tidy boxes, one for each revered figure.
I’m almost waiting for Peter to decorate the shelters with signs or nameplates and other accessories befitting each of the figures.  Afterall, it seems clear that Peter is there to stay.
But Jesus knows better. With gentle compassion, Jesus leads the group, including Peter, back down the mountain. There – in the section immediately following today’s text – Jesus, Peter, and the rest of the group are directly confronted with a desperate father, a suffering boy, and confused disciples who couldn’t heal the young son.  
After a truly sacred experience, Jesus leads the group back down off the mountain and into a mess. 
Here’s what I’ve been seeing in Matthew’s Gospel: Jesus descends into the mess. Peter tries to build dwellings to avoid the mess. Over and over and over.
For this is not the first time, nor will it be the last, that Peter, in his naïve enthusiasm and clear devotion for Jesus, appears to miss the point completely.
We can go back a chapter in Matthew, chapter 16, when Jesus first lays out the timeline of events that will unfold and result, ultimately, in his crucifixion - and resurrection. Upon hearing this, Peter immediately rebukes Jesus, shutting down any talk of what could be called “bad news” or “messiness.”  Jesus, in turn, calls Peter “Satan” and a stumbling block, saying Peter is setting his mind on human things, not divine things.
And later in Matthew, when Peter denies Jesus three times. Peter, again faced with the demands of discipleship, does everything he can to avoid the messiness. 
This is SO human! Peter’s desire for a simple, easy, uncomplicated path is so often my desire too. Perhaps yours as well. But life remains messy. And like Peter, we keep trying to build our own dwellings to avoid it.
We’re living in a messy world, in a messy nation, in a messy city, at a messy time.
Look at what’s happening in our country around the question of immigration.  The psalm we read today speaks of “nations raging” and “peoples plotting” – and we’re watching that unfold in real time today. The messiness of real human beings with real stories, real fears, real complexities. The stranger at our gates who is also someone’s mother, someone’s child, instead reduced to simple categories: legal/illegal, deserving/undeserving, us/them. Tidy dwellings. 
Here at St. Stephen’s, we face our own questions about the future. As our leadership so capably outlined at last week’s Annual Meeting, we have resources that give us time – but time for what? To build dwellings on this mountain, staying comfortable as long as we can? Or to descend together into the messy work of reimagining who we’re called to be? To consider what God might be birthing through this turbulence?
And then there's the mess in each of our lives. The relationship that won't resolve cleanly. The decision that has no right answer. The grief that doesn't fit anyone's timeline. The places where we don't know what to do.
At every level - national, parish, personal - we're tempted to build dwellings. To make it tidy. To have answers. To avoid the mess.
But the question remains, what if the mess is exactly where God works?
This isn't new. Listen to how Scripture begins:
'In the beginning... the earth was a formless void, and darkness was upon the face of the deep.'
Mess. Chaos. The Hebrew word is tohu wa-bohu - formlessness, disorder, the opposite of tidy.
And what does God do? Does God clean it up first? No. God enters the mess. Genesis says, 'The Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters.'
Moses enters the cloud on Sinai - the mess of God's glory wrapped in obscurity.
The voice at the Transfiguration comes from the cloud - the mess where the divine and earthly meet.
Jesus is born in a stable – a mess. Jesus dies on a cross – the ultimate mess: darkness, abandonment, chaos. And from THAT mess, God creates resurrection.
What if God doesn't work despite the mess, but precisely in it?
So back to Peter. Why is this mess of a man the rock? The foundation upon which the church is built?
Maybe because Peter shows us you don’t have to have it all figured to be faithful. You can get it wrong repeatedly and still be chosen. You can try, again and again, to avoid the hard things, keep running into them - and still be the foundation.
Not because Peter tidied himself up. Because he stayed. In the mess. Even after denial, even after failure, even after weeping bitterly - he comes back. To breakfast on the beach with Jesus. To the mess of 'Do you love me?' asked three times. To the messy work of building a church on Pentecost when he doesn't really know what he's doing.
The rock Jesus builds on isn't the one who has clean answers. It's the one who stays in the mess.
I don't have clean answers about, how to welcome the stranger justly, what our parish should do about our future, or how to live faithfully in this anxious moment.
I just know we're being invited to descend. Into the mess. Together.
Not to clean it up. Not to solve it. But to trust that God hovers over mess. That God speaks into chaos. That God creates out of void.
What if our call isn't to build tidy dwellings but to be midwives in the mess? To show up. To stay present. To ask questions. To wait together. To trust that something is being born even when all we can see is chaos.
Peter didn't become the rock by figuring it out. He became the rock by descending. Again and again and again. Into the mess.
Maybe that's enough.
The writer Hana Reichel, in her book, For Such a Time as This: An Emergency Devotional, which we’ll be reading this Lent, puts it this way:
“Safe spaces, sacred times, and untouchable moments replenish our energies and reorient us to joy and glory. They lend us comfort and strength. But we cannot stay there. The Christian belongs out in the world. Crucify your desire to escape the cross. Stay with the discomfort. Stay with the crucified God: Stay with the crucified people. You will not escape the cross, but you will find community there. You are not alone.”
Amen.
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