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I have some good news for you all today.  
Last weekend I went to go visit my mom.  
Why is that good news?  Two reasons.  First, 
because, like she does on most trips home to 
see her, she made chocolate chip cookies!  
And she gave me a huge tub full to bring 
home.  My obsession with cookies didn’t 
just happen by accident.  It took years and 
years to develop, dunking thousands of my 
mom’s chocolate chip cookies into milk.  It’s 
taken a lot of hard work to become who I am 
today!  And for the second bit of good news 
I have for you today… I’m feeling generous.  
So generous that I’ve decided to share a 
small portion of the huge tub of my mom’s 
cookies.  Does anybody want some?  I’ve 
got a jar of them right here and you are 
welcome to reach in a grab one (let people 
try to take a cookie or two).  Why is it 
difficult to take a cookie out of the jar?  You 
can get your hand in, but when you are 
holding a cookie, it’s hard to get your hand 
out without letting go. 

Sometimes holding on makes things 
difficult.  I’m not just talking about 
physically holding onto things, like carrying 
a bunch of groceries makes it difficult to 
open the door.  When we hold onto things, 
in here, it can make things difficult.  This is 
actually something we learn from the story 
in our gospel today, the story of Jesus’ 
transfiguration.  Jesus takes disciples Peter, 
James, and John, up a mountain to pray.  
While there, Jesus is transfigured before 
them, his face changes and his clothes 
become dazzling white.  Then two men 
appear with Jesus – Moses and Elijah, 
speaking with him about his departure, or in 
the Greek, his exodos.  Jesus too is about to 
make an exodus, and like Moses’ exodus, it 
will be a journey of liberation. 

Peter, James, and John witness this 
incredible event, this awe-filled experience 
of the glory of God, and the first thing they 
want to do is build dwellings for Jesus, 
Moses, and Elijah.  They want to hold onto 
this moment, hold onto Jesus in all glory, 
hold onto these biblical rock stars who have 
miraculously appeared there with them.  But 
they aren’t meant to hold on.  A cloud 
overshadows them and a voice speaks out, 
“This is my Son, my Chosen; listen to him!” 
and in an instant Jesus is alone again.  Don’t 
hold on… let go… listen.   

One of my favorite musicals is “Fiddler on 
the Roof.”  It didn’t mean very much to me 
when I was younger, but I saw it a few years 
ago at Jacksonville High School and the 
profound meaning flooded over me.  It’s the 
story of a Jewish milkman, Tevye.  He tries 
to keep his family’s religious and cultural 
traditions in place while being challenged by 
an increasing unwelcome as Jews are being 
violently removed from Ukraine.  He also is 
challenged by his daughters.  His religious 
and cultural customs called on a 
matchmaker to set up his daughters with fine 
Jewish men… but they want to marry for 
love.  Tzeitel, his oldest daughter, refuses 
the matchmakers match and asks that her 
father let her marry a poor Jewish tailor out 
of love.  Hodel, his second daughter, makes 
a pledge with the man she loves, not even 
asking her father’s permission.  Chava, his 
third daughter, does the unthinkable.  She 
asks to marry Fyedka, a Russian outside of 
their faith, and when Tevye refuses, they 
marry anyway.  With each daughter, Tevye 
goes into dialog with God, revealing his 
deep struggle.  On the one hand there is their 
Jewish tradition and what he believes the 
“good book” says, on the other there are his 
daughters, their love and happiness, and 
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changing times.  Tevye finds himself like a 
fiddler on the roof, precariously perched on 
the peak, trying to play a simple tune 
without breaking his neck.   

A friend of mine is a modern-day Tevye, a 
modern-day fiddler on a roof, struggling to 
find balance as his children are challenging 
his views.  He has three children.  His oldest 
daughter came out as a lesbian when she 
was in high school.  His next daughter 
decided to move in with her boyfriend right 
out of college.  His high school son just 
shared with his parents that he thinks he is 
gay.  Each of his three children have 
challenged his worldview.  On one hand, he 
had always believed that homosexuality was 
wrong, on the other hand, he loves his 
daughter and son just the way God made 
them and wants to see them find love and 
spend their lives with someone.  On one 
hand, he thinks it’s wrong for his daughter to 
move in with her boyfriend when they aren’t 
married, or even engaged, while on the 
other, she’s an adult and will choose her path 
just the way he and his wife did.   

Can you relate?  Do you ever see yourself as 
a fiddler on the roof, precariously perched at 
the peak where your cultural and religious 
views are challenged by those you love?  
What I hear God telling us today, and 
anytime and anyplace we find ourselves on 
such a peak, is to hold on lightly and listen.  
When we are challenged, our natural 
response is to dig in our heels and hold on 
tighter.  But there’s some physiological 
phenomenon that when we hold on tighter, 
our ears stop working.  So instead, hold on 
lightly and listen.   

Last weekend a special session of the 
General Conference of the United Methodist 

Church gathered in St. Louis.  The task of 
these over 800 delegates was to act on a 
report that gave recommendations on how 
they as a global church would move forward 
on their differing views of human sexuality.  
I won’t get into the details.  It’s all over the 
news if you want to read more.  Their 
decision, by a very narrow margin, was to 
ban homosexual clergy and same-gender 
weddings.  It was a similar situation in the 
ELCA ten years ago, except the ELCA voted 
by a narrow margin to be a fully inclusive 
church.  Both votes were narrowly split with 
faithful people on both sides.  What I find 
particularly helpful is what the Methodist 
Church is calling people to do now.  Listen.  
Listen. 

When we find ourselves as fiddlers on roofs, 
precariously perched on the peak, we are 
called to listen.  If we dig in our heels and 
hold on with an ever-tightening grasp, 
division widens in ways that are harmful to 
one another and harmful to God’s witness as 
the church.  Instead, we are called to hold on 
lightly and listen. 

I once heard a story about the importance of 
holding lightly.  Long ago in a small 
European village, there lived an old man 
whom everyone considered infinitely wise.  
Whenever the villagers needed advice, they 
came to the old man’s door.  In the same 
village lived some rough young men.  They 
came to resent the old man for so often 
being correct in his counsel.  So, for once, 
they were determined to prove him wrong.  
The young ruffians caught a bird and 
decided to ask the old man whether the bird 
was dead or alive.  If he said it was dead, 
they would let it fly away.  If he said it was 
alive, they would squeeze it to death before 
opening their hands.  They went to the old 
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man’s house and said, “Old man, we have an 
important question to ask you.  Is this bird 
dead or alive?”  The old man thought for a 
minute, then answered: “It’s all in your 
hands.”   

Through this season of Epiphany, we’ve 
been talking about shining the light of 
Christ.  When we find ourselves as fiddlers 
on roofs, when we are challenged by views 
that are different from our own, we hold 
others in our hands.  We can deal death or 
give life.  We deal death when we criticize, 
belittle, misunderstand, ignore, boast, or 
insist on our own way.  We give life when 
we notice, affirm, thank, listen to, rejoice 

with, and encourage others.  We shine the 
light of Christ when we hold on lightly and 
listen.  Hold on lightly, listen, and leave 
room for God to be at work in and among 
us.      

And as we transition now to the season of 
Lent, we realize that we are on a journey 
with Jesus, on an exodus.  An exodus that 
begins on this mount of transformation and 
will take us to another mount, Golgotha, to 
the cross.  It’s a journey of redemption 
where we are called to follow, not by 
holding on tightly, but by holding on lightly 
and listening.   


