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Sermon – March 6, 2011 

“Wake-Up Calls” 

Rev. Gwen Drake 
 

 

Scripture Reading:   Matthew 17:1-9 & Exodus 24:12-18 

 Today’s scripture readings are pictures of brief, radical times of illumination.  

The scripture is about learning to see what we see in a new way.  Seeing in a new 

way is difficult, and challenging work because well, we have our old habitual, set 

ways of seeing.  We see what we want to see, what we’ve always seen.  We don’t 

see what we don’t want to see.  But then something happens.  It wakes us up, 

opens our eyes, and changes us, gives us a new picture, forever.   

Today is about transfiguration.  The disciples go with Jesus to the mountain—

an ordinary mountain, not much of a mountain compared to our snow-capped 

mountains in the Northwest.  It is on this mountain where they see, only for a brief 

moment, a transcendent reality.  They are in the presence of a thin place.  The 

Celtic tradition teaches us about thin places.  In Ireland and Scotland, they have 

holy trees, holy wells, holy mountains, holy places.  These are thin places where 

the veil between this world and the next is so sheer that it is easy to step through.  

In Ireland there are so many thin places that all of them are not even marked on a 

map.  You can be walking down an ordinary country lane and see a footpath 

leading off to the left.  You follow it and come to a little mossy hole full of crystal 

clear water.  You may think it is an ordinary watering hole except there is tidy 

bank of stones around it, set there hundreds of years before by people who 

recognized it as a thin place.  And if you can stop all the noise in your head and the 

racket in your body, you may be able to feel it for yourself.  A thin place is when 

the door between this world and the next cracks open and you see ordinary things 

in extraordinary ways.  But, it is not just seeing, it is being changed by what you 

see.  

 The disciples saw Jesus transfigured before their eyes.  And what does Peter 

do?  He responds in his old ways—let’s make a booth and memorialize this 

moment forever, Peter says.  Peter struggled with understanding what was 
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happening and his first response was to do what people did, something usual and 

ordinary and comfortable.  I don’t blame him.  I totally understand.  Peter is like 

me.  It takes me a long time to get stuff and even longer to allow it to change me.  

Change is not easy.  However, this thin place on the mountain continued to work 

on the disciples as they turned their path from the mountaintop, back down into the 

valley, from the safety of Galilee toward the dangers of Jerusalem. 

And that’s what can happen…we begin with a momentary holy moment, a holy 

place, a thin place where we see a glimpse of the other side, the mystery of life, the 

divine.  This experience works on us gradually sometimes, instantly sometimes, in 

fits and starts sometimes, yet always moving us, unless we dig our heels in, which 

we do, toward a fuller perception of the light of God in our lives, illumination.  

God really yearns for us to move from blindness and nearsightedness to a new way 

of seeing, to a lamp shining in a dark place, when the day dawns and the morning 

star rises in our hearts. 

I call these holy moments wake-up calls.  I have had many, many wake-up calls 

in my life…some have been devastating, shaking up my world totally.  Some have 

been glorious and amazing and affirming.  Some have complicated my life 

immensely and some have simplified my life.  Whatever they have been, they have 

led me to this moment right now, they have prepared me for this moment, they 

have made me who I am.   

I remember the first time I held Abbe in my arms.  I looked at her and I watched 

her crinkle up her chin and stick out her lower lip and I said, “Oh my gosh, that’s 

what I do.”   And my love for her just overflowed and come out through tears 

streaming down my eyes.  Abbe has been the source of many of my wake-up calls.  

One time I had her sing “Silent Night” acapella at a Christmas Eve service at Jason 

Lee United Methodist Church before we lit our individual candles.  And her voice 

was crystal clear and pure and as close to the divine as I could imagine.  She was 

around 8 years old.  And Christmas Eve was never the same for me after that.  

Children do that to us.  They wake us up.  They help us look at the world in a new 

light—illumination.  And it changes us. 

More recently, I received another wake-up call that day the Bishop took me to 

lunch, in January.  He didn’t tell me what it was about.  I was very suspicious.  I 

didn’t sleep very well the night before.  While I was sitting in his administrative 

assistant’s office waiting, Kate walks by and says, “I’m your biggest fan, Gwen.”  

You who know Kate, know what a cheerleader she is.  And I’m wondering what 

was that about?  Another Assistant to the Bishop walks by and says, “You look 

like you are in the principal’s office.  Don’t worry, the Bishop just wants to talk to 

you about coaching.”  And one part of me sighed a sigh of relief and the other part 
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of me was saying, “Is that all?”  So the Bishop and I walked down to a local 

restaurant and he asked me a zillion questions about my horse, about coaching, 

about my current church (you all).  And I’m answering him as best I can.  We 

order lunch.  He asks me to pray a blessing, which I do, and I’m not one who likes 

praying outloud in a public place like that.  But, well, I’m not going to say no to 

Bishop.  And we talked some more.  And then he pauses about the time the check 

comes and says, I would like to invite you to be the Assistant to the Bishop of the 

Southern District.  And even though I had imagined this was why he invited me to 

lunch, after about an hour of being, well, interviewed, I was caught by surprise.  So 

I said, how long do I have to decide and who can I talk to.  And my heart started 

beating faster, and I didn’t sleep very well that night either and I only had a few 

people I could talk to about it and my mother wasn’t on the list, but I talked to her 

anyway.  And I tell you, the biggest obstacle to my decision was, well, the housing 

market, the economy.  Because I really felt called.  It made sense in my life.   And 

I wasn’t just thinking of myself either—I was thinking of all of you, too.  And so 

four days after I had lunch with the Bishop, I called him to tell him yes.   

And then yesterday, a few of us went to listen to Reggie McNeal, and we wish 

you all could have been there.  Because he was talking about the church and 

changing our church culture from one of taking care of ourselves, and expecting 

people to come to us, building something and hoping they will come, to going out 

and meeting God out there, church happens wherever we are, where two or three 

are gathered, Jesus is out there, and we need to stop thinking that people are going 

to magically walk in our doors, even if we invite them, entice them, persuade them.  

It’s not about doing church better either.  It’s about meeting people where they are.  

It’s about us going out and finding a way to be a blessing to others in our daily, 

ordinary lives.  And then telling the story, even when we don’t know the end of the 

story.  Because we don’t even go out to bless people so they will come to our 

church.  We go out to be a blessing because that is what God calls us to do, and 

God will bless them.  We don’t even go out to try to change people.  We go out 

because it just may change us.  Reggie McNeal, a Baptist all his life, is telling all 

church people, stop being so churchy, people aren’t going to come to church, it’s 

not about church.  It’s about being a people of God going out to be part of God’s 

redemptive and transformative plan in the world.  It’s about God and people.  It’s a 

wake-up call for the church, for us, and we are the ones who need saving…from 

ourselves and our self-centered religious ways.  Be a blessing.  Just be a blessing 

right where you are.  And it’s going to crack your heart open, I know it is.  And 

when that happens—well, illumination happens, the divine is right there, it’s a thin 

place. 

We all have points of illumination, wake-up calls, thin moments when the 

heavenly realm is so close we can touch it.  For some of us church people, 
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communion can be one of those places.  For some music, listening or participating 

and it doesn’t have to be religious music either.  There is something about music 

that is a thin place for me, it can open up the heavens for me.   

So, I want you to really think about this, and talk about it with someone.  What 

have been your wake-up calls in your life.  What was happening?  What were you 

seeing?  And what changed in you?    For the disciples, they saw Jesus glowing on 

the mountain.  What are your moments of illumination when you come out of the 

darkness and into the light.   

The challenge is to be fully aware of how these moments can change us and 

then make the changes.  That’s the journey through Lent we are about to begin this 

week, on Wednesday.  We go to the mountaintop and return to the valley.  Will our 

vision be limited or will it be improved?   Amen. 

 

 

 

Great Thanksgiving 

How great it is to give you thanks because you have blessed us with so much—

with life and love and all of creation.  You have loved us from the beginning and 

there is nothing we can do about that, and you know we have tried to mess things 

up many times, and for some reason you keep on taking us back and believing in 

us and blessing us and calling us to be a blessing in the world, in the world.  And 

so, we praise your name and sing that unending song:   

Holy, holy, holy… 

And then there was Jesus, who came to show us with his life, his teaching, his 

integrity, his love of people, all people, with all that he was he showed us how to 

live our lives with abundance.  Even on the night he was betrayed, he stayed at the 

table in relationship, in love with his betrayer, his deny-er, his flaky friends, 

because he believed in them—and in the most profound moment of that night, he 

took the bread, and gave thanks, broke it and said, this is my body, broken for you, 

take and eat, remembering my life and my love for you.  And they ate.  Then he 

took the cup, gave thanks for the cup, and said, this is my blood and my love 

poured out for you, take and drink it, remembering my life and my love for you. 
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And we remember, offering ourselves to you, God, as we share in this mystery 

of our faith… 

Christ has died…. 

Pour out your spirit on these gifts and on us, bless us once again in this physical 

and spiritual act.  Open our hearts and minds to you and to each other, for all honor 

and glory is yours, O holy God, now and forever… 

Amen….. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prayer: 

 

Holy, gracious, loving God,  everyday, every moment is full of possibilities.  

Everywhere, you are calling us to be present and attentive and open.  We expect 

you to be here, God, at the table, in the sharing of the bread and cup, in the sharing 

of our joys and concerns….do we expect to meet you at the coffee shop, in the 

grocery store, on the street, in our neighborhood?  Where are our transforming 

moments, O God?  What changes us?  Because that’s what we need, O God.  We 

need to be changed.  We need to be healed and forgiven and reconciled, not just to 

you, but in our lives.  We all have places in our lives that are challenging…those 

parts we avoid, pretend, closet, and certainly don’t share, oh my gosh, what would 

people say if they really knew who we were.  Yet, that’s what relationship is 

about, trust and being open, sharing and being real, loving and accepting.   Can we 

do that, God?  Can you help us?  Will you help us find the courage to be real and 

authentic and in relationship?  Give us the courage to be ourselves and know that 

it’s okay, that’s what you call us to be—fully alive as we are, fully awake and 

present.  You have blessed us already, O God, many times.  Do we believe that 

enough to be a blessing to others?  And not just here, O God, but where ever we 

are.  The world needs us.  The school across the street needs us.  Hungry people 

need us.  Teach us to be a blessing.  O God, we pray for guidance and courage and 

insight and grace, knowing you pray with us, as Jesus prayed, Our Father… 
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