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My pilgrimage this summer to Israel & Jordan was everything I hoped for 

(aside from arriving with pink eye & departing with a stomach bug). It was 

everything I hoped for, including time in the desert, time at the water, and time in 

the footsteps of Jesus. When you’re on a journey you can also expect surprises. 

That’s part of the experience. Surprises come with the territory. Sometimes even 

the smallest surprise can make a big impact. That’s what happened to me. One 

small surprise shaped my entire journey.  

It was our second day of the trip. I was walking out of a church in 

Capernaum, the fishing village that served as home base for Jesus & his disciples. 

I was holding the door for someone when I glanced behind me and noticed a small 

sign by the church door. It read, “Holy Place! Keep Silence!” And then came the 

surprising part. At the bottom of the sign it said, “Do not explain inside.” I 

chuckled. Somehow I loved the idea of not explaining anything in a church. I 

elbowed a companion and said, “Hey, we should put those signs on more 

churches.” They smiled, but clearly didn’t enjoy the irony as much as I did.  

Look, I know why the sign was there. It’s so tour guides wouldn’t camp 

inside the air conditioning and turn God’s house into a tourist venue. That was the 

surface meaning. But I loved the idea of deeper meaning. I loved the idea these 

signs were saying more than they intended. So I started taking pictures of those 

little signs everywhere we went.  
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At the site where Jesus delivered the Sermon on the Mount, the sign read, 

“This is a house of prayer and therefore all explanations must be done outside.” In 

the Garden of Gethsemane where Jesus was betrayed and arrested the sign was 

short & punchy. In bold letters it simply read: NO EXPLANATION INSIDE THE 

CHURCH. (That’s the one I want.) At Mt. Nebo, where Moses delivered his final 

sermon, “Explanations are Forbidden During the Mass.” Finally, at the house of 

Caiphas where Jesus slept in cave before he was delivered to Pilate, the sign read, 

“Explanations should be made in advance.” 

For me those signs became symbols about the meaning of sacred space. 

Here’s the message I heard beneath the surface: we’re not here for explanation. 

We’re here for transformation. That’s the deeper meaning. And it’s true whether 

we’re talking about the Holy City of Jerusalem or the Holy Parish of St. 

Chrysostom. Sacred space is about transformation, not explanation.  

Explanations are part of our transformation. We do have brains. But 

explanations & information are never the goal. Transformation into the image of 

Christ is our goal. Explanations are always aimed at transformation. That’s the 

pattern we find in Christian faith. It’s the pattern we find in our patron saint. John 

Chyrsostom is famous for explanations aimed at transformation. We have hundreds 

of his sermons, filled with explanations about the Bible. But whenever he offers an 

explanation, he’s aiming at transformation. That’s what got him killed. Not his 
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explanations, but his focus on transformation. He was relentless. He was famously 

known to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable.1 He preached sermons  

like this, “It is foolishness and a public madness… to fill the cupboards with 

clothing and [still] allow [people] who are created in God’s image… to stand 

naked and trembling with the cold.”2 It’s got a punch. Explanations are almost 

never very threatening. Transformations are revolutionary. 

What does that mean for us? What kind of transformation are we called to in 

our sacred space? I think it’s this. We’re here, week-by-week, season-by-season, 

year-by-year, for the transformation of our faith, hope, and love. Faith, hope & 

love are the focus of our transformation. They’re also the focus of today’s 

readings.  

In Jeremiah we’re invited to have our faith transformed by God’s word to 

us. In Luke, to have our hope transformed by God’s word for us. In 1 

Corinthians, to have our love transformed by God’s word through us  

Jeremiah is a battle for faith. It’s a battle for the hearts of people. That’s 

where faith happens, in our hearts. The setting for this story is a desolate 

wasteland. Their nation is conquered, and all the best people have been taken away 

as captives. All that’s left are small bands of marauding survivors roaming the 

                                                 

1 Cf., Christian History Magazine - Issue 44: John Chrysostom: Legendary Early Church Preacher 
2 Ibid. 
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countryside. One of those bands, a group of military people, find the prophet 

Jeremiah. They say, “Prophet! Pray for us. We don’t know what to do. Should we 

stay? [even though it’s hopeless.] Or, should we leave? [maybe live to fight 

another day.] They’re looking for a voice they can trust. They have nothing left & 

all they can hope for is a reliable voice to win their trust. It’s a story about faith. 

Jeremiah says, “Sure, I’ll pray.” The say, “Great. We’ll do whatever God 

says.” Except they don’t. God says, “stay.” The disaster is over. Stay in the land so 

God can use them to bring life. They simply can’t believe it. They don’t have 

faith in God’s word to them. So they kidnap Jeremiah and run to Egypt. They 

simply cannot believe that God will use them to restore the land.  

I wonder how often we feel the same way? I wonder how often we feel weak 

or unsure so we go looking for a voice we can trust – someone who can tell us 

where to go and what to do. I wonder how often we go looking for explanations or 

information when really what we need is the transformation of our faith; a renewed 

trust that God can use us in the wastelands of our lives to bring newness. We’re not 

here today for explanation. We’re here to have our faith transformed by God’s 

word to us. 

Luke is a battle for hope. It’s a battle for the minds of people. Hope is about 

where we focus our minds. In Luke, the followers of Jesus are told to imagine 

betrayal & persecution for their way of life. Jesus says, “you will be brought before 
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kings and governors because of my name. This will give you an opportunity to 

testify. So make up your minds not to prepare your defense in advance; for I will 

give you words and a wisdom that none of your opponents will be able to 

withstand or contradict,” (Lk. 21:13-15).  

Just like Jeremiah, it’s a passage about God’s word. Jesus is telling people 

what to do. But unlike Jeremiah – where the people refuse to listen – here in the 

Gospel people listen! At least, eventually. In the book of Acts (the sequel to Luke) 

when the followers of Jesus are brought before rulers & authorities here’s what 

they say. They say, “Whether it is right in God’s sight [for us] to listen to you 

rather than to God, you must judge; for we cannot keep from speaking about what 

we have seen and heard.” (Acts 4:19-20). It’s a story about where they’ve fixed 

their minds. Acts is the story of hope transformed by God’s word for us, God’s 

word advocating for us, guiding us, leading us, directing us and protecting us. It’s a 

story about fixing our minds on God so that no matter what’s happening in our 

lives today we can look to the future and see God with us & for us. We’re not here 

today for explanation. We’re here to have our hope transformed by God’s word for 

us. 

Finally 1 Corinthians is a battle for our love. It’s a battle for the deepest 

vision of our lives. That’s where our love grows. Love isn’t simply about desire. 

It’s our deepest vision for life. Christian love is grounded in the vision of 1 
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Corinthians. It’s a vision grounded in patience, kindness, humility, mercy. It’ about 

rejoicing in truth, bearing all things, believing all things, enduring all things. It’s 

about allowing God’s desire for creation to become our deepest vision for life. 

That’s the battle. It’s a battle to love one another the way God loves us. We’re not 

here today for explanation. We’re here to have our love transformed by God’s 

word living through us. 

This is our journey of transformation: trusting God’s word of life to us in 

the midst of our desolation; receiving God’s word of hope for us no matter what 

life brings our way; sharing God’s word of love through us as the deepest meaning 

of our lives. We’re not here for explanation. We’re here for transformation.  

So let’s do this. In the coming weeks as we come & go from our sacred 

space, let’s remind ourselves why we’re here. Do yourself a favor. In the coming 

weeks as you come & go through these doors, pause long enough to whisper a 

small message to yourself: No explanations inside. I know it’s a small sign, and 

there’s lots of other things to distract your attention. But sometimes even small 

sign can make a big impact. One small sign can even shape our entire journey. 

Amen.  


