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February 21, 2016 
Second Sunday of Lent 
 

A few weeks ago I and my fellow travelers were involved in a “go-around” at the airport in Istanbul, Turkey.  
They are not common events but they do happen.  This was not the first time it’s happened to me.  We were all 
on board the flight from Chicago and making a final approach to land.  It was near the end of the day—starting 
to get dark.  As we descended we went into a very thick cloud cover, and as often happens the plane began to 
shake with turbulence.  I was in a widow seat and the fog was so thick that I couldn’t see the tip of the wing of 
the plane.  I was also monitoring the video screen in front of me that projected the altitude of the plane above 
the ground:  2,000 feet, 1,000 feet, 500 feet.  I always remind myself in those occasions that the height of the 
First National Bank Building downtown is 417 feet, so as we passed that mark I knew we were getting close to 
the runway, but I still couldn’t see a thing.  And apparently the pilots couldn’t either.  We kept descending and 
just about the time I was ready to feel the impact of landing, instead I heard the sudden revving up of the 
plane’s engines and I watched those altitude numbers skyrocket upward again on the screen.  Within a minute 
we were several thousand feet in the air again.  I knew we were involved in a “go-around.” 

And that was probably the most nervous time of the whole trip for me.  Because a go-around only happens 
when, at the last second, a pilot emerges from a cloud and sees something obstructing the runway in front of 
him and has to abort the landing.  I knew that up to that moment our plane had been flying just exactly at the 
place and altitude that everybody had expected it to be.  And I knew that suddenly that was no longer true.  And 
I knew that nobody around the airport could actually see anything in the sky.  And I really didn’t like that.  
Travelling at a few hundred miles an hour through dark clouds makes me nervous.  It was fine, but it was an 
experience that required a great deal more faith than usual: Does all the other air traffic know just where we 
are?  Do the pilots?  The control tower?  It is very unsettling to feel that things aren’t playing out according to a 
carefully scripted plan—even if it’s only for a moment or two. 

I get why a dark cloud can scare people.  People like Peter, James and John there on the top of Mount Tabor on 
the occasion of the Transfiguration of the Lord.  As they awoke from sleep they saw Jesus and Moses and Elijah 
in all their shining glory.  And even though they were amazed and awed by what they saw, even though it 
overwhelmed them and left them inarticulate, it doesn’t seem to have frightened them.  Not yet.  Quite to the 
contrary: They were pretty much loving the experience.  Peter didn’t want it to end.  “Lord,” he said, “It is 
wonderful to be here.  Let’s make arrangements to stay a while.”  This Jesus was the one they had dared to hope 
was their Lord and Messiah, the very Son of God.  And the general expectation was that Moses and Elijah would 
be the ones to return from Heaven just before the Savior arrived in order to proclaim his coming.  And there on 
the mountaintop—there they all were.  The plan seemed to be unfolding perfectly as anticipated.  So close were 
they now to the day of salvation.  Rejoice!  But then came that nasty cloud, and Luke tells us that they became 
frightened upon entering it, and by the time they emerged nobody was speaking or smiling anymore. 

How very like our God to arrive shrouded in a cloud of mystery.  It happened at the end of the Great Flood when 
God set his rainbow in the clouds.  It happened on Mount Sinai when Moses received the Law from God himself.  
It happened during the Exodus, when the pillar of cloud led the Israelites forward for 40 years.  It was predicted 
by Jesus himself as the sign of the final judgement on the Last Day.  We would be foolish not to ponder the 
significance of thick cloud and darkness as part of God’s very presence among us.  It is not simply an incidental 
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or aesthetic quirk of weather.  God’s presence in clouds is meant to jolt us into remembering that we don’t 
know nearly as much about God and God’s intentions as we love to assume we do.  The cloud is intended 
precisely to unsettle us by humbling our pride and our presumptions in speaking of God.  “Lord,” said Peter on 
the Mountain, “What a great idea I have for us.  Let’s all stay here!”  And the cloud descended as if to say, 
“Peter, stop talking now.  And put away your great idea.”   

How we believers love to imagine that the gifts of faith and baptism impart to us some kind of privileged insight 
into the very heart of the mystery of God.  How easy it becomes for us to presume to “know” in our prayers and 
our plans and our politics, “This is what God thinks about that.”  Or even more perversely, “This is what God 
thinks about him, or her, or them, or their kind.”  The arrogance would shock us if we were truly to ponder such 
things.  Flying through the clouds and fog and Istanbul airport was a very disorienting experience for me.  That’s 
exactly the point.  Clouds forbid us from seeing all things clearly and from being in control of all things 
absolutely.  To encounter God is to be made to confront that very truth.   

Some of us began this Lenten season recently with a plan.  A plan for how we would reorient some of our 
behavior or a plan for a desired outcome in several weeks’ time.  And maybe that’s what some of us truly need.  
But what if the real challenge of Lent, for a whole lot of us, is to quit proposing a plan at all?  To quit imagining 
that we already know best what we ought to do next and how God ought to help us do it?  What if we actually 
hear stories like the Transfiguration in the gospels, where it is clear that the very first lesson for disciples of Jesus 
is to get rid of the idea that we already know what’s best for our life of service to the Lord.  What if we need 
simply to enter the cloud as part of our discipline?  Peter was just so sure that remaining on the mountain top 
was just what God wished for them.   And he was as wrong as he could have been.  He needed to be shaken up a 
bit in order to understand that.  We have at least the same capacity of Peter to be dead wrong about what the 
Lord is asking and expecting of us as his followers.  The cloud is not an expression of God’s desire to scare us, but 
it most surely is an expression of God’s desire to chasten us, and humble us, and—if you will—to shut down our 
preposterous over-confidence in presuming to know God’s heart and mind fully.  The cloud is the 
announcement that God’s ways are not always necessarily my ways.  Remember what Jesus and Elijah and 
Moses were conversing about during the Transfiguration?  Luke says they “spoke of his exodus that he was 
going to accomplish in Jerusalem.”   That is precisely the opposite of Peter’s great idea to stay put in remote 
Galilee, and to dwell secure in tents.  God’s will was suffering and death for his only begotten Son.  And if that 
makes very little sense to our sense of logic and holy love, then maybe some of the problem lies in our sense of 
logic and holy love, rather than with the God Almighty whom we profess to know and serve.  And would the 
simple act of admitting that be among the most demanding Lenten acts of repentance that we could make?  
Welcome to the cloud—if you would dare to enter. 


