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Sermon 
Pilgrim Theological College Candidate Commencement 

12th February 2021 
 

(Feast of the Transfiguration: 2 Kings 2:1–12; Mark 9:6–9; 2 Corinthians 4:3–6 
 

Something About The Light 
 
Ever-living God 
Who gives life to the dead 
And who calls into being things that do not yet exist 
Raise us up 
As we hear your word of promise 
So that we become people of faith and justice 
Through Jesus our Lord. 
 
 
Let me begin by offering my own words of welcome: welcome back, to those of you who are 
continuing with us in formation, welcome especially to those of you who are joining this 
community of formation for the first time, and welcome everyone back into a strangely 
configured CTM. It is going to take a little while for this place to feel like home again, and as 
you will know, we will continue to have to gather and work and learn together in ways that 
ensure safety for ourselves and others. What that will look like as the weeks go on remains to 
be seen. But, for now, I hope that you share to some degree the relief that we are able to meet 
in this way, the anticipation for a year of learning and formation together, and a commitment 
to make the most of the significant investment that this Synod has already made in you as 
those who are in this phase of your ministerial formation. 
 
But, let’s be honest. It’s pretty daunting. Daunting to come back and work out how we do this 
in gathered and unmuted ways. Daunting in that, no doubt, this year will bring its own 
challenges. 
 
And perhaps it is daunting because even though we are able to meet together, and even though 
we receive and offer mutual support and discernment, we know that it is very unlikely that we 
are going to receive the kind of ‘vocational confirmation’ that we read about this morning in 
the scripture passages set for this coming Sunday. 
 
The stories of Elisha’s assumption into heaven, and Jesus’ transfiguration by it, make me ask 
many things, but as I read them again this week the thing that struck me most clearly is that 
both events are explicit, incontestable, and divine affirmations of vocation. In other words, God 
shows up and says about the ministry of Elijah: yep, well done. Job finished. How about a 
couple of final miracles. Look, you did so well that you can now do the Moses thing and part 
the water of the seas. You did so good that here is a chariot of fire, pulled by horses. Yes, you 
are seeing correctly. I’m so pleased with you that I set the horses on fire as well. You are going 
out in a blaze of glory, Elijah. 
 
Now if you become a UCA minister, I need to tell you now that this is not how your ministry 
will come to a conclusion. Instead, at a rather somber meeting of the Synod, your name will be 
read out. It’s not really the same ballpark. 
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Jesus too, gets divine affirmation of his vocation as Messiah and Son of God: beginning, 
middle, and end. Here we are in the middle, up the mountain, and just to make the point 
clear, Moses and Elijah both show up, and the heavenly glory descends in the cloud, and the 
voice of God speaks: yep, this is my Son the Messiah. Just as Elisha needed to see that God had 
given the thumbs up to Elijah, so the disciples hear and see the great divine thumbs up given to 
Jesus. 
 
It would be nice, of course, to think that the fire and the cloud would descend on us 
sometimes. You…over there…in the middle of a CPE that makes you wonder why on earth you 
are doing this thing called ministry. fire and cloud. Thumbs up. You…over there…trying to 
remain faithful to the vocation of reconciliation, in the middle of a church riddled with 
conflict: fire and cloud…well done, good job. You…over there…trying to work out what the hell 
this lecture in G2 has to do with anything….fire and cloud: stick at it, it’s going to be OK. 
 
But the truth is that many of us, in the absence of vocational assurance and affirmation, live 
with varying degrees of vocational anxiety. 
 
Which brings us to Paul, and to 2 Corinthians, which is all about vocational anxiety: a letter 
written by someone in need of a good supervisor, and perhaps a few sessions of therapy. Paul 
in this letter is at his most raw and anxious: you can tell because he veers from passages of 
moving vulnerability to other passage of strident self-assertion. Both things are evidence that 
Paul is struggling with vocational anxiety: am I qualified? Am I competent? How do I know? 
What’s really important? 
 
He is struggling because the church at Corinth has been very mean to him (although as is often 
the way, one suspects that there are two sides to the story), and because he looks over at other 
leaders in the church who are pretty clear about vocational confidence. And in the process of 
working that anxiety out, Paul created extraordinary passages of self-reflection. While they are 
peculiar in many ways to Paul and his situation, I am still confident to say that the arguments 
and appeals of 2 Corinthians preserve extraordinary and definitive insights. 
 
How do you know? How can you tell that this Christianity thing, this ministry thing is for you? 
In the absence of the fire and the cloud, what do we have? 
 
Paul seems to have been disturbed by those who look like they know that this is what they 
should be doing: teachers who have authority, leaders who can lead with strength and purpose. 
Apostles with ‘apostolic’ presence. Preachers who can turn a phrase and who look the part. 
You know the type: the catwalk model of ministry. Slick and polished and strutting your stuff 
through the world so that others look and want to wear what you are wearing. 
 
Paul insists that this focus on appearance, rhetoric, presence, professionalism, the focus on 
what is visible, is misleading. The gospel has something invisible and hidden about it, he 
suggests in these chapters. You can’t just read it off the words of a text, or the persuasiveness of 
an argument. Yes, the fire and the cloud may descend, and you could, theoretically exercise a 
ministry of glory, but in the end that’s not the main thing, the real thing. You don’t get 
vocational affirmation from these things. It’s not the fire, or the cloud… 
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Instead, Paul suggests…it has something to do with the light. 
 
Now, let’s get a few things clear. Paul expresses all of this using the basic categories of his world 
view: apocalyptic dualism, darkness and light, saved and perishing. And it is absolutely right to 
note that this way of thinking is not the most sophisticated tool for talking about very complex 
situations. It is also true that darkness and light language is ideologically problematic when we 
identify it (as we almost always do) with colour. Light and bright too often become white, in 
our thinking and our worldviews. And its language that is intended to be exclusive: us and 
them. Although there is some debate about just who is included in the ‘us’ of this letter. 
 
But what I want to say to you above all is that this thing that we are all involved in, this 
vocational journey you are on, the desire we all have for some degree of confidence and 
affirmation, the desire not to be crippled with anxiety about whether we are any good at it, or 
are doing the right thing…. 
 
It has something to do with the light. 
 
Paul talks about the light in 4 locations in this passage. 
 
The light of the gospel: the proclamation of the good news for all creation in word and deed to 
which you are accountable. 
 
The light of the glory of God in Christ: the crucified one, now raised from the dead, who is the 
Lord that we serve. 
 
The light of God’s creative power: the holy one, whose glory is present in all of life and in 
whom we live and move and have our being. 
 
These are all ways of saying that your vocational affirmation doesn’t come from you, but comes 
exactly from the fact that light has come into the world, that God in Christ has revealed godself 
to be full of mercy and love, determined to liberate and save creation. As Paul at his best always 
does, he articulates vocation in a way that places the primary focus on what God has done. 
 
The God who delivered a chariot of fire to Elijah, and spoke in the cloud of glory to affirm 
Jesus as Israel’s Messiah 
 
The God who said, let light shine from darkness, who is the same God who liberated Israel 
from Egypt by a pillar of fire, who is the same God who raised Jesus from the dead. 
 
That’s where the light is.  
 
I said 4 locations…did you see where else the light is to be found? 
 
‘In our hearts’, Paul says. It has been given to us in grace, and shone into our hearts. Ministry, 
the authenticity and competence of ministry…has something to do not just with the light out 
there…in the story of God’s shimmering glory, saving power and constant presence. It has 
something to do with the light in here. 
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Paul is about to go on to a more famous passage that links directly with this one (2 Cor 4:7–
12). He says that the treasure we have is carried in cracked pots, in crackpot lives of ordinary, 
frail, fragile vulnerability. The light is unlikely to come to you accompanied by a fiery chariot or 
a Shekinah cloud. It will come in lives and bodies that are learning what it means to carry the 
dying of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus can be seen in those lives and in those bodies. 
 
And if you have seen the light in someone whose life speaks that story, you will know that this 
isn’t and has never been a vocation that depends on the external trappings of success, or the 
easy paths towards self-confident achievement. The very next step the disciples had to take was 
a step down the mountain, towards Jerusalem. 
 
But whatever the paths, and whatever the next steps we will be taking this year, it has 
something to do with the light. With the idea that transfiguration isn’t just something that 
happened to Jesus but is something that happens to us as we take the next step, and the next as 
those who have seen the light of God’s creative and redemptive presence in the face of Jesus 
Christ, and who have taken that story and the truth that it tells into the deepest parts of 
ourselves. People will see that in us. As ministers of the gospel, whatever the outwards 
circumstances of that ministry, its location or task, or context…the light is what we carry. 
Always imperfectly. To paraphrase Leonard Cohen, there is a crack in everything, and that’s 
how the light gets out. But, here, the vocational assurance of the gospel, at the start of this year 
in formation at the centre of everything that we do is this: The light has come and so what we 
do will have something to do with the light. Amen. 


