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LESS TALKING AND MORE LISTENING 
 

 
 Have you ever been so stunned, so flabbergasted by something that you 
didn’t know what to say?  But then you went ahead and said something 
anyway?  Your brain was disconnected from your mouth but your mouth didn’t 
realize it, so you spoke without thinking, and as soon as the words crossed your 
lips you thought, “I shouldn’t have said that.  What a foolish comment.  I wish I 
could take those words back.  Why in the world did I say that?” 

That’s what happened to Peter when he was up on a high mountain with 
Jesus and James and John, and he saw Jesus transfigured right in front of his 
eyes.  Mark records the transfiguration event this way:  “[Jesus’] clothes became 
dazzling white, whiter than anyone in the world could bleach them.   And there 
appeared before them Elijah and Moses, who were talking with Jesus.” 

Was it a vision?  A hallucination?  A dream?  Peter didn’t know.  The 
incredible incident that happened to Jesus was way beyond his understanding.  
All Peter knew for sure was that somehow, in some glorious way, God made an 
appearance on that mountain and shined heavenly light on Jesus, directing 
Peter’s attention to Jesus’ identity, to who Jesus really was.  And at that 
moment, Peter suddenly realized that he was standing on holy ground. 

When someone has a sudden and intense encounter with the holy, with 
Almighty God, as Peter did, the logical and predictable response is fear.  
Wouldn’t you agree?  Fear is simply a radical form of respect.  Fear is reverence 
on steroids.  And fear is an expected and appropriate reaction to coming face to 
face with God’s glory. 

According to Mark, Peter was so afraid, so terrified because of what was 
happening to Jesus—the dazzling white clothes and the appearance of Moses 
and Elijah—that he didn’t know what to say; but he said something anyway.  
Without thinking, without considering his words, he blurted out, “Rabbi, it is 
good for us to be here.  Let us put up three shelters—one for you, one for 
Moses and one for Elijah.” 

In other words, Peter was saying, “Let’s erect a monument right here to 
honor you, Moses and Elijah!  Let’s turn what just happened to you into a tourist 
attraction.  Just think, Jesus.  Years from now people will still be coming up here 
on this mountaintop to look at our memorials and pay tribute to you.  Maybe  
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we can even sell bumper stickers and pins and other souvenirs that say, ‘I 
climbed Mount Tabor and saw the place where Jesus was transfigured.’” 

Fear can make you say some pretty silly things.  And Peter must have 
been very afraid, because his suggestion was a very silly response to what he 
had witnessed. 

Encounters with God, with the holy, can be very frightening.  Peter was a 
perfect example of that.  God came so close, so near to him, that he became 
terrified.  So terrified that he just didn’t know what to say.  So he said the wrong 
thing. 

What was that famous quote by Abraham Lincoln?  “Better to remain 
silent and be thought a fool than to speak and remove all doubt.”   That advice 
would have served Peter well that day he saw Jesus transfigured on top of 
Mount Tabor.  Maybe Honest Abe was onto something.  Maybe the right and 
appropriate response of Peter to Jesus’ transfiguration was to say nothing.  
Maybe Peter should have responded to his encounter with the holy simply with 
respectful, reverent, awe-induced silence. 

When the voice of God came rumbling out of that cloud that suddenly 
appeared, the voice said, “This is my Son, whom I love.  Listen to him!”  Well, 
you can’t listen to Jesus—or to anyone for that matter—if you’re busy yapping.  
So, in effect, God was saying to Peter, “Shut your mouth.  You’re only making a 
fool of yourself.  Just stop talking for a while and instead listen to Jesus, my 
beloved Son.” 

These days our encounters with the holy, for the most part, aren’t as 
frightening as the encounter with the holy that Peter experienced.  Maybe it’s 
because we human beings have grown so sophisticated and educated.  Or 
maybe it’s because, instead of making overwhelming, terrifying appearances, 
today God tends to reveal God’s self to us and speak to us in subtle, less 
dramatic ways.  Whatever the reason, our mountaintop experiences of God’s 
presence can be so subtle and understated that not only are we unafraid of 
them, we can easily overlook or miss God’s presence altogether.  Which means 
it’s even more imperative for us to stop talking and start listening for God’s still, 
small voice speaking to us in this fast-paced, noisy, very distracting world so we 
can allow God’s message to get through to us. 

William Jennings Bryan must have been extremely silent in order to hear 
God speak to him and he could experience the glory and grandeur of God in, of 
all things, a tiny watermelon seed.  He wrote: “I have observed the power of the 
watermelon seed.  It has the power of drawing from the ground and through 
itself 200,000 times its weight.  When you can tell me how it takes this material 
and out of it colors an outside surface beyond the imitation of art, and then  
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forms inside of it a white rind, and within that again a red heart, thickly inlaid 
with black seeds, each one of which in turn is capable of drawing through itself 
200,000 times its weight—when you can explain to me the mystery of a 
watermelon seed, then you can ask me to explain the mystery of God.” 

William Jennings Bryan didn’t need to go high up on a mountain to have 
an encounter with the holy.  All he had to do was to look at and contemplate the 
mystery and wonder of a watermelon seed, and suddenly that watermelon seed 
was transfigured and became for him a sign of God’s presence and power.  But 
Bryan must have had to have been quiet—so very quiet—in order to hear God 
speak and have an encounter with God through the seed of a fruit. 

Author and pastor Fred Buechner shared the story of how he was 
consumed by worry over his daughter’s affliction with anorexia.  He was filled 
with anxiety as he drove back to his home in Vermont.  At one point during this 
journey he pulled into a rest stop.  While he was there Buechner saw a license 
plate—one of those vanity license plates, although this time it wasn’t really a 
vanity plate.  The license plate read simply, “Trust.” 

For Buechner it was a revelation.  A great sense of calm swept over him, 
and instantly, in the blink of an eye, he knew he could go on with his life.  
Buechner wrote, “I greatly admire that New England Bank trust department 
officer, who thought it would be humorous to make a pun on his title and put 
the word “trust” on his license plate, so that it could become for me an 
encouraging message from God in a time of anxiety.” 

And we have to admire Fred Buechner for taking that license plate and 
making it into a “transfiguration object” through which God spoke a word of 
reassurance and peace to him.  Only instead of feeling terror as Peter had, when 
Buechner had an encounter with the holy at an ordinary rest stop off the 
Interstate, he felt comforted and strengthened. 

It’s interesting how it’s possible to have an encounter with the holy in the 
most unexpected times and places in our lives.  Sometimes, as happened with 
Peter, James and John high up on a mountain, those divine encounters come 
out of the blue and are unasked for and unforeseen.  And other times we might 
intentionally put ourselves in situations where we invite the holy into our lives 
and open ourselves fully to the opportunity of discovering God’s presence. 

One day a woman walked into a church and asked to see the minister.  He 
greeted her and asked what he could do for her.  “Would you come to my 
father’s house and pray with him?” she asked. Even though she wasn’t a 
member of the church, the minister said he would. 

When he arrived at the house he found the man lying in bed with his head 
propped up on two pillows.  There was an empty chair beside his bed.  The  
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minister had assumed that the old fellow had been told about this pastoral visit. 

“I guess you were expecting me,” the minister said. 
“No I wasn’t,” the old man responded.  “Who are you?” 
The minister told him who he was and explained how his daughter had 

asked him to make a visit.  Then he remarked, “I saw the empty chair and I 
assumed you knew I was going to show up.” 

“Oh yeah, the chair,” said the bedridden man.  “Would you mind closing 
the door?  I want to tell you something I’ve never told anyone else, not even my 
daughter.  After the minister shut the bedroom door and came back over to the 
bed, the old man explained to him the reason for the empty chair. 

“All my life I have never known how to pray.  At church I used to hear the 
pastor talk about prayer, but it went right over my head.  I abandoned any 
attempt to pray until one day about four years ago my best friend said to me, 
‘Johnny, prayer is a simple matter of having a conversation with Jesus.  Here’s 
what I suggest you do.  Sit down in a chair, and place another empty chair in 
front of you.  And in faith, see Jesus sitting on that empty chair.  It’s not spooky 
because Jesus promised, “I’ll be with you always.”  Then just talk to him in the 
same way you’re talking with me right now.’” 

“So I tried it,” the old man said, “and I liked it so much that I do it for a 
couple of hours every day.  I’m careful though.  If my daughter saw me talking to 
an empty chair, she’d either have a nervous breakdown or send me off to the 
funny farm.” 

The minister was deeply moved by the story and encouraged the old man 
to continue doing what he was doing.  Then he prayed with him, anointed him 
with oil, and returned to the church.  Two nights later the daughter called to tell 
the minister that her daddy had died that afternoon. 

“Did he die in peace?” the minister asked. 
“Yes,” the daughter replied.  “When I left the house about two o’clock, he 

called me over to his bedside, told me he loved me and kissed me on the cheek.  
When I got back from the store an hour later, I found him dead.  But there was 
something strange about his death,” the daughter continued.  “Apparently, just 
before Daddy died, he leaned over and rested his head on the chair beside his 
bed.  What do you make of that, Pastor?” 

The minister wiped a tear from his eye and said, “I wish we could all die 
like that.” 

My friends, the story of Jesus’ transfiguration on the mountain is, for all 
intents and purposes, a very strange story.  For many pastors it’s a nightmare of 
a Bible passage to preach on.  But really, at its heart, the story is about an 
encounter with the holy, where God drew near and spoke and shined God’s  
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glory down on Jesus so Peter, James and John would know without question 
that Jesus was God’s beloved Son. 

Peter’s response was fear, shock, and a foolish statement because he felt 
that he needed to say something; but a more appropriate response would have 
been holy silence to reflect on the event and ponder what it meant. 

Our encounters with the holy will most likely be different—meaning they 
probably won’t be as dramatic and in your face as it was on that mountain when 
Jesus was transfigured and Moses and Elijah appeared.  And more than likely 
the only thing that’s going to come down to us from the clouds will be rain or 
snow, rather than God’s booming voice. 

So it seems we need to do less talking and more listening for that divine 
voice in more subtle ways.  Such as receiving the bread and cup of communion. 
Witnessing a child being baptized.  Really taking in the anthems and songs of our 
choir and the Singers and Stringers.  Singing the hymns and letting their words 
and music resonate.  And genuinely hearing the Gospel being read and 
expounded upon. 

When we do such things, we don’t have to come up with something to 
say the way Peter did.  Instead, we can rest our heads on the lap of God’s 
beloved Son, Jesus, who is always near to us and ready to talk with us.  Amen. 


