
1 
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Rev. Nicole Benevenia 
 
The Open Door That Sustains Us 
 
I met my now-husband Nathan when we were both students in divinity school.  
And for months - almost a year -  
we saw each other in the dining hall, Classes, and parties  
Without much fanfare.  
And then, something changed.  
I couldn’t put my finger on it at first. 
And when we realized that a major lunar eclipse was headed our way, 
Nathan asked if I wanted to watch with him.  
We made plans to drive to the top of East Rock park on the edge of New Haven, 
A high point where we’d have a great view… 
Except every other person in New Haven had the same idea!  
we ended up finding a lower, quiet corner of the park. 
We put out blankets and tea and turned our gaze upwards.  
As we watched, necks craned to the sky, 
We talked and talked and talked.  
We shared so much that night:  
about love and loss we had known,  
the people and places who had made us. 
I remember my attention being everywhere and yet totally present: 
It was like I was taking in the air, the shape-shifting moon, the stars, the trees,  
and this person who felt so new and yet so old in my life all at once.  
Suddenly, a doe appeared out of nowhere, 
walking through the grass 
Almost up to our blanket.  
She looked at us, totally still and very quiet,  
Like we were all just part of the night together, 
Like she would just walk up and lay right down on the blankets with us.​
For some reason, it took my breath away. 
She eventually walked away,  
Slowly and without fear,  
Back into the fabric of the night.  
Who was this man 
A doe could feel safe enough to walk right up to 
Without startling or bounding away?! 
 
Something shifted that night,  
unscrewed and lifted open.  
The whole world was the same was the same as it always was,  
and yet it looked completely different.  
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I had this innate knowing  
That things would not be the same again. 
That something had broken open,  
Had revealed a resounding beauty or meaning, 
Depths I had suspected but not yet confirmed. 
[Even though we didn’t say anything about it that night, 
I knew that I was falling in love.] 
 
A day or two after that I went to tell a friend about it… 
And I realized that I had no idea what to say: 
Somehow, the experience was beyond words. 
And there was a tinge of fear, too - a recognition  
That there was something holy here 
That shouldn’t be taken lightly.  
I didn’t have the language then, 
But I have more now: 
It was like a door had been cracked open, 
And I got a glimpse of what was behind it - 
And behind it was some greater, more expansive love 
That was bigger than just me, or him, or us.  
A glimpse of the way human love participates in and points to  
The love of God, 
The source of everything, 
That lights up the whole of creation. 
 
I think of that night as a transfiguration moment.  
A moment when I saw through the ordinariness of the world, of my life 
And saw with the light, the lens of faith: 
I saw a world threaded with wonder, with grace, with light.  
Not a changed world, but a changed perspective.  
 
Archbishop Rowan Williams wrote an essay  
about an icon of the Transfiguration  
that was the most moving thing I’ve read in a long time. 
He describes the transfiguration as  
“The door of perception” 
being opened by and in Jesus.  
In this vision, the disciples can see what they couldn’t see before: 
A glimpse beyond. 
As Williams describes it,  
They can see that Jesus is “the gateway  
to an endless journey into God’s love.”  
 
The transfiguration is a glimpse beyond a door. 
A door that opens to the reality of God.  
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A door that, in Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, is never shut, but is always open.  
A vision that sustains us. 
A glimpse that sustains us. 
 
Jesus brings Peter, James, and John up a mountain to pray. 
Like many other moments in the gospels 
It begins with prayer: 
The pattern of going up the mountain and separating himself, 
praying, gathering strength and the spirit,  
And then coming back down  
to continue working and loving - 
Which for Jesus was one and the same thing. 
The disciples are accompanying Jesus in his own plans. 
Their following, their trusting where Jesus would lead them 
makes them privy to this dazzling vision, 
A vision that is undeniably present, but also foreshadows 
his resurrection appearances 
where he’s himself and yet,  
not quite the same person,  
the same body as before. 
 
Suddenly Moses and Elijah appear on the scene, 
And they start talking about Jesus’ departure -  
Or his “exodus,” as the original text reads. 
In Moses and Elijah, the scene is rooted firmly in the past, too: 
A past in which God has shown up to rescue his people over and over again. 
The gospel writer is pointing to Jesus  
being the fulfillment of God’s plan for God’s people. 
A second exodus, 
an ultimate freedom. 
 
The disciples who are there 
Are as human as they always are. 
Peter and his companions were weighed down with sleep;  
but since they had stayed awake,  
they saw his glory and the two men who stood with him.  
Later, in the garden of Gethsemane, sleep wins… 
But in this story, thankfully, 
they stay awake through this awesome vision. 
I wonder if their attention felt like it was everywhere and yet totally present: 
Looking at this person who felt startlingly new and yet impossibly ancient 
All at once. 
 
And then, we hear Peter’s famous response: 
"Master, it is good for us to be here; let us make three dwellings, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah" 
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Instead of sitting with the vision,  
Maybe, letting the reality of it sink into his bones, 
Just like we so often do,  
Peter wants to just do something. 
to create monuments to commemorate a place where something holy happened,  
a sacred place where the past and the present and the future converged.  
But the story does not remain still.  
The story keeps moving.  
This isn’t to say that commemorating sacred places is wrong -  
but that being Jesus’ follower is about movement.  
It is a journey..  
Going up the mountain and coming down again. 
 
And when the voice of God booms through the cloud, 
Declaring Jesus’ identity in a clear, undeniable way 
Just like we so often are:  
the disciples are terrified as they catch this glimpse of God. 
And then they are quiet: they don’t tell anyone what they’ve seen 
For a long time, 
Maybe because they’re afraid of what others would say, 
Or maybe because looking at God seriously, clearly,  
changes things. 
And it’s impossible to adequately translate  
truly holy moments to others. 
 
My analogy, my transfiguration moment falls short. 
Any analogies, any stories we might share  
That compare to this moment  
Also fall short. 
I don’t know what it’s like to gaze directly at the glory of God, 
To gaze through and into the portal of the incarnation. 
But if we are paying attention,  
I can imagine we’ve all had moments  
Where we, too, glimpse beyond the door. 
 
Maybe in the birth of a child.  
Maybe in accompanying someone through a holy death. 
Maybe in witnessing someone come miraculously back from the edge,  
of mental illness or addiction. 
Maybe in the quiet of deep prayer. 
 
Still:  
Some of us might hear the story of the transfiguration 
And in our heart of hearts think, 
So what? 
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Shiny Jesus must have been cool to look at- 
And hearing the voice of God from above was surely impressive- 
But what does it matter? 
 
If the Transfiguration remains only story about beauty and glory - 
If it remains a story about aesthetics, about appearances, 
I don’t think it can matter very much.  
But our God is not just a God of glory and majesty, 
Above and separate from our lives and experience. 
In our God, 
Glory and suffering meet. 
Our God is a God  
Who chose to experience suffering and death, 
Something that is so difficult to grasp. 
 
I return to the story I shared from my own life  
For sustenance 
When I feel limited, and small, 
In the seasons where the world does not feel transformed in the least! 
In the seasons where it’s easy to forget, or dismiss, 
That human love opens up on a far greater love. 
my own transfiguration moments 
strengthen me for the work of my life. 
In that essay, Rowan Williams reflects 
That these three disciples are invited to see Christ’s glory 
So when they witness his suffering and death, 
“they may know that these terrible moments are freely embraced  
by the God made human who is Jesus,  
and held within the infinite depth of life… 
We are shown that God can be God even in the very heart of human terror.” 
 
In a recent call,  
Bishop Rob shared a quote from a sermon  
by the former Bishop of New Hampshire, Charles T. Hall. 
“We are called,” he said 
“to live transfigured lives in a disfigured world.”  
The disciples on the mountain are not kept safe, taken out of the world… 
but rather returned to it, with Jesus.  
 
What of the transfiguration - 
This story or our own reflections of it -  
do we bring with us, beyond the church parking lot? 
Into our schools and offices and homes?  
Into our casual encounters and our closest relationships?  
Into a culture which continues  
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to publicly choose power, the hoarding of wealth, and violent exclusion  
over the way of love? 
 
The Rowan Williams essay ends with this: 
“if we have seen his glory on the mountain, we know at least, whatever our terrors, that death cannot decide the 
boundaries of God’s life.  
With him the door is always open, and no one can shut it.”  
 
Transfigured lives contain all of it,  
Just as Jesus’ life contained all of it:  
transcendence and suffering,  
the paradox of the cross:  
that out of death comes life.  
An orientation towards Jesus, 
that gateway into God’s love, 
A love that is so glorious that it contains even death. 
 
In this gospel,  
the disciples are called to follow, to witness, and to stay awake. 
In our moment, 
We too are called to follow, to witness, and to stay awake 
And the glimpse behind the door  
Just might surround us 
empower us, 
And sustain us. Amen. 


