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 What do you think--does worship do us any good?  Is what we are doing right now, 

and other Sunday mornings here, a good use of our time?   I read about a pastor who had 

invited someone not used to going to church to come to worship.  This person threw the 

pastor a little off guard when she replied, "For the life of me, I just can't figure out what good it 

would do me to spend an hour a week down at a church singing and praying and whatever else 

you do.  Sounds to me like a waste of time." 

 Actually this person has a point.  There a lot more practical, useful things you and I 

could be doing this morning than being here.  Like cleaning the house.  Or answering that 

stacked-up email.  Or catching up on some much-needed sleep.  Or having an extended 

Valentine’s Day weekend eating chocolates and smelling roses.  What good does it do you and 

me, to brave the cold to be here, when we could do doing a lot of other, maybe better, things?  

 Mind you, "Why worship?" is a question that doesn’t occur to Peter on that mountain 

top.  Doing something more useful with his time is the farthest thing from his mind.  "Jesus, 

it is good just to be here on this mountain with you,” Peter says, when Jesus is suddenly 

transfigured, and becomes more immediate, more real.  "Not to DO anything in particular, not 

to hear a provocative new teaching, not to watch you do a spectacular miracle, not to be 

pointed to a new path of service...no, just BEING--simply being here in your presence--is GOOD 

enough.  So won't you let us put up a memorial to this moment, or better yet, some tents, so 

that we can capture and savor and preserve this moment, and just stay here with you, for a 

long time?”    

 And doesn't Peter, too, have a point?  Isn't it good enough, sometimes, just to BE in 

the presence of something, or someone...so good that you--yes--wish you could stop the clock, 

and pitch a tent, and freeze that moment and hold onto it?  I’ve had moments like that.  One 

of mine happened just about 30 years ago this time of year, when, through a mutual friend, I 

met this swinging single newly returned missionary named Julie Bontrager.  She and I had a 

couple of "social outings" in which we very practically and platonically discussed how to solve 

the problems of the world.  And then, I found myself (like Peter) on a bit of a mountaintop, as 

this new friend began to become a little transfigured, more immediate, more real.  I was not 

quite ready to propose that we put up a tent and live there forever.  But I was interested in 

holding onto this "being together," in making it a regular thing...like, how about tomorrow 

night?.   To which my very task-oriented new friend replied, "Well, I was thinking we should 

get together only once a week.  I have things to do."  However, in time, she too learned to 

set aside some of those things to do, and to start walking up the mountain where I was and also 

enjoy just the "being." 

 Sometimes it is good just to be in the presence of someone who has done great things, 

who has been an outstanding moral example, and has lived life deeply, and just listen to them 

talk.  That happened to Julie and me during our trip the last two weeks to several southern US 

states following the civil rights trail.  I wanted to visit places that were prominent in the 

turbulent American civil rights movement in the 1960s, places such as Selma, Alabama, which is 



the title of a current film about the march for voting rights that took place there on Bloody 

Sunday in March, 1965.  And places such as Birmingham, Alabama, where fire hoses and 

attack dogs were turned against black children marching for basic rights in 1963.  At the 

wonderful civil rights museum in Birmingham we talked quite a long time with one of the 

volunteers, an Afro-American woman who was one of those child marchers in 1963.  I was 

transfixed listening to her tell stories of what it was like to face those fire hoses and snapping 

dogs, and how those children found enormous resources of courage to face the brutal 

onslaught of the Birmingham police department.  I felt like I was in the presence of a truly 

great person, one who had shown immense courage in suffering for justice, and human dignity.  

It was a kind of “transfiguration” moment, in which this woman became larger than life, and 

drew back the curtains of reality and showed what it means to be part of a deep stream in life, 

welling up from God and flowing toward the world’s healing.  I found myself in awe of that 

woman, and would have enjoyed staying there in that museum, listening and talking to her all 

day. 

 Which is what happens at the transfiguration.  Suddenly the curtain of reality is drawn 

back, and the three disciples see Jesus in new and deeper way.  They seem him as one who 

stands in the line of Moses and Elijah and the stream of how God is working to heal the world, 

and who is bringing that stream to its climax through his suffering.  And Peter finds himself in 

awe of Jesus, and wants to just stay there, in Jesus’s presence, and hold onto the moment.   

"Jesus, how about if we make some tents, so we can just stay here, on this mountain, and hold 

onto this moment forever."   

 And the practical-minded will ask, "What kind of request is that?  There's work to do.”  

And there is.  If we’d read on in the story from Mark, we’d find out how much work Jesus and 

the disciples have to do.  After the transfiguration, when they go down from the mountain, 

they run into sick people who need healing, paralytics who need curing, hungry who need 

feeding, demons who need casting out, bereaved who need consoling, crowds who need 

teaching.   And crosses that will need bearing.   With a heavy-duty agenda like that, Peter’s 

request to just linger there, in Jesus' presence, seems a little self-indulgent, escapist, a waste of 

valuable time. 

 How would you respond to someone who would say to you, "I just don't see what good 

it would do me to spend an hour down there singing and praying and whatever else you do.  

Sounds to me like a waste of time"?  One thing to say would be to point out the practical 

benefits of just coming to be in the presence of Jesus, that worship does have its pay-offs.  For 

example, coming here for an hour on Sunday can maybe make us feel better, calm our nerves, 

give us inner peace, help us get through the coming week.  Or, coming here can give us food 

for the mind, new thoughts, help us look at the world in a new way.  Or, in coming here we 

can meet our friends.  I've known churches who advertise themselves as "The friendliest 

church in town."  Or, coming here might help our family life.  Growing up I would see ads on 

TV that promised, "The family that prays together stays together.  Attend the church of your 

choice."  No, we could say, coming to be in the presence of Jesus doesn't have to be a waste 

of time--just look at all the possible dividends.  And such a practical, cost-benefit answer to 

"Why worship?" fits well in a culture like ours, where we tend to value things, and people, 

experiences for what they can do for us...and that includes worship, when worship, like the 



shopping mall, is there to "meet my needs."   

 And then, we could also respond to this question, "Why worship?", in a different way, 

by asking other questions. Questions like, well, why send roses on Valentine's Day?  They’re 

expensive...at my local florist yesterday, you could get a dozen long-stemmed red ones for 

$59.99.  That’s money that could be better spent.  Or...why read poetry...can't understand it, 

doesn't do anything for me.  Or...why dress up?  Fancy dress, suit, tie...costly.  Or...why 

walk in the moonlight...you might trip.  Or...why kiss someone you love?   That's a useless 

action of the lips and tongue isn't it, and that sucking sound is silly?  (Julie's mom was a 

wonderful person, a saint, and I always just enjoyed being in her presence, but if her dad would 

have kissed her (which he tried to do on occasion), I can just hear this practical-minded lady 

reply, "Well, what did you do that for?")  All these things--the roses, the love poem, the suit & 

tie, the moonlight stroll, the kiss are not very practical, a waste of time and resources.  But to 

those who are transfixed by another person, to those who are in love, such practicalities don't 

much matter.  In fact, such cost-benefit accounting feels almost sacreligious, because such 

impractical gestures enhance the BEING, the BEING WITH another, and its the BEING that 

counts.    

 Which Peter discovers on the mountain.  "Jesus, it's good for us just to be here, with 

you," he says.  "Let us just make tents and stay here."  Someone has said that worship, in our 

day is a countercultural activity, because it IS "useless."  Coming here regularly IS a "royal 

waste of time," because it serves no more worthy a purpose than just being with the one who 

loves us.  Yes, worship ranks right up there, along with those other useless activities such as 

kissing, walking in the moonlight, and giving gifts without expecting anything in return, and 

sitting quietly with a good friend, just doing nothing.  

 The reformer John Calvin said that the purpose of humanity is "to glorify God and enjoy 

him forever."  We Anabaptist Mennonites have been very good at the “glorifying” part, 

through our emphasis on discipleship, doing deeds of service, bearing the cross for our faith, 

etc.  Maybe we’ve been less good at the “enjoying” part, by just “enjoying” God and being 

with Jesus in a place like this. 

 Which is what Peter wants to do on that mountain, when he grasps the meaning of 

Jesus in a new and deeper way, and tries to freeze the moment, and pitch that tent.  He wants 

to just be there, just enjoy Jesus, just be in his royal presence.  Could it be that God wants us 

to come to this place to just enjoy him, because God’s wants to be with us, and to enjoy us 

forever. 


