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Matthew 17:1-9 
 
Several months ago I received a letter from a seminary classmate. 
   He is a chaplain in the Army and is currently stationed in the Middle East. 
He wrote in his letter, 
   “People here describe this land as sacred. 
     It is a place visited by prophets, a land full of shrines. 
        But as I look out at the dry barren landscape, the treeless sand and rocks, 
It stretches the limits of my imagination to see anything here as sacred. 
    But the prophets of several different faith groups 
      have wandered this land, and so, for their countless followers, it is sacred.” 
 
In our Gospel today we find Peter James and John; 
   They go up onto a mountain with Jesus. 
The late Fr. John Buckel used to teach scripture at St. Meinrad  
 and he would always say: 
   If Jesus ever goes up onto a mountain 
     you know that something good is going to happen. 
And indeed it does…and so I would imagine that this mountain becomes  
    for Peter James and John a very sacred place. 
 
My friend’s letter and this Gospel got me thinking… 
  What makes something a sacred place? 
     What sacred places do we hold in this country. 
 
Many years ago, a few months after the Oklahoma City bombing,  
   I had the opportunity to pass through the city. 
I was with my mom and dad and we stopped by the site. 
    The building had been torn down but the site was surrounded by a fence. 
        And on this fence were notes, and cards, and flowers,  
           and candles and stuffed animals— 
It was a memorial to those who died in that attack. 
 
The same was true after 9-11, and more recently after Boston,  
    Orlando and San Bernardino. 
 
I can remember walking around Oklahoma City that day  
  and as others walked along that fence 
   they were quiet…it was peaceful…it was prayerful…it was sacred. 



 
A few years ago I visited Pearl Harbor and the memorial erected there. 
  It was the same thing…thousands of tourist—yet that same peaceful feeling… 
    This memorial…a testament to those lives that had been lost… 
       was indeed a sacred place. 
 
Recalling these events and reflecting on the story we just heard it struck me… 
  the fence around the Oklahoma City site was just an ordinary fence… 
    In the same way that the mountain of the transfiguration was, at one time, 
       just an ordinary mountain… 
These places were ordinary places…until God touched them… 
     and made them holy. 
 
Peter’s reaction was very much like our own…he wanted to memorialize it, 
    He wanted to make it special, he wanted to capture its sacredness… 
And so he cries out, “Lord let us build three booths… 
    one for you, one for Moses, one for Elijah.” 
 
But Jesus won’t allow it. 
   There will be no booth building here. 
And in his response I think Jesus points us to a deeper lesson. 
 
Sacredness is found not in clouds or mountains or fences or shrines… 
   Sacredness is found only when something is touched by the hand of God. 
     Jesus touching something makes it sacred. 
         Be it a mountain, a cloud or a word… 
     Jesus touching something makes it sacred. 
         Be it a fence, a ship, or a city street… 
    Jesus touching something makes it sacred. 
         A place of disaster, a memorial, a human soul. 
It is the touch of Christ that transforms the ordinary into the extraordinary, 
   the secular into the sacred, 
 
My friend’s letter talked about a land being sacred  
    because prophets walked there. 
 
It seems to me that sacred in our western culture  
   seems to be not places visited by prophets 
       Nor even places where we have encountered God, 
          But rather places where we have encountered death and tragedy… 



         The fence outside of Oklahoma City, 
             Firehouses in New York after 9-11, 
Or any of the numerous displays that we see on any highway  
   in the United States where someone has died.  
All these come to mind as echoes of Peter’s desire  
   to hold onto something sacred. 
 
Am I wrong, or are these spontaneous shrines not a recent phenomenon? 
    Could it be that we have come to a time in our culture  
      where the only experience remaining to many of us that has the power  
         to point out the ultimate limits of our existence 
            is death itself? 
Perhaps in our culture it is only through the experience of death, 
    that we can begin to fathom the transcendent possibilities of God? 
Instinctively it is in the midst of tragedy that we recognize the need for the sacred 
    And so we seek to preserve it. 
 
If all this is so, if we can no longer find the sacred in ordinary places, 
    Then it truly becomes critical that we “listen to him” as our Gospel tells us. 
       We listen to HIM whose words lead us toward God 
         We listen to HIM who was transformed before his friends… 
            We listen to HIM whose clothes became dazzling white. 
We listen to HIM whose actions reveal a sacredness in every human life,  
    in every bit of creation. 
 
And when we listen to him, what does he tell us about the sacred? 
   What was sacred to him? 
Jesus found the sacred in wedding parties and mustard seeds. 
   He found the sacred in being with people and helping them when he could. 
To Jesus sacred was found in stories, in parables of life. 
   It was found in fishing boats, sycamore trees, on dusty roads and ancient wells. 
 
Wherever one encountered Jesus one was touched by the sacred. 
  And the good news today is this: The same can be true for us. 
 
The sacred can be found…no…the sacred must be found… 
   In every part of our lives that we let Jesus touch. 
     In our kitchens and at our tables,  
      in our schools and in our factories, 
        on our soccer fields and at our dance recitals. 



LISTEN TO HIM—It can all be sacred, if we but let him touch it. 
 
Remember, the mountain was just a mountain  
   until it was touched by the hand of God. 
Bread and wine was just bread and wine  
   until Jesus said this is my body…this is my blood. 
And as for us, until he touches our souls we remain just flesh and bones. 
     
    
    


