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 On Thursday I was on the West Side for a pre-Lenten morning pastors retreat. It felt good to be on the West Side. 
I like the West Side. It’s the first part of Cleveland I got to know when Heather and I started dating in 1996. I also like 
University Circle. And downtown Chagrin Falls. And Little Italy. It’s the geography of Cleveland. There’s a glory 
particular to each. 
 
 All through his gospel, as he’s giving witness to Jesus’ glory, Luke drops these little geographical references. 
Pregnant Mary traveled to the Judean hill country. John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness. The shepherds were living 
in the fields. Jesus was standing beside a lake. Jesus was going through the cornfields. Jesus came down and stood on a 
level place. And that’s only up to Chapter 6. 
 

The hill country. The fields. A lakeside. A cornfield. Out on a plain. Most of these places aren’t spectacular, yet in 
them Jesus is showing the glory of highest heaven. He’s bringing the peace, the wholeness of heaven, all the way down to 
earth. But it’s all so run-of-the-mill, one might miss the heavenly glory that’s flowing from this human named Jesus.  

 
Which seems to be why Jesus took Peter, James and John up onto a mountain. While he’s praying, Jesus shines 

like lighting. Jesus is this spectacular all the time, but life’s ordinary geography, the plain stuff of life, serves as a cloak to 
obscure his splendor. Peter so likes what he sees that he wants to stay on the mountain. But Jesus’ glory doesn’t work that 
way. Which is why Luke soon says the disciples “went down the mountain.”  
 

Our family drove to California last summer. One of my favorite parts of the trip was watching the landscape 
change. Southern Illinois farmland gave way to southern Missouri’s rolling hills. The dusty panhandle of Texas turned 
into New Mexico’s high desert. Heading back East, we left Durango, CO for our evening stop in Oakley, KS, and I was 
elated and sad all at once. 

 
Elated when outside of Pagosa Springs, CO we crossed the continental divide at Wolf Creek Pass, which is 10,857 

feet of Rocky Mountain High. A group of cyclists lounged by a sign that said it took the first pioneers about three weeks to 
travel what we’d covered in less than an hour. The clean mountain air, the gently warm sun, the tops of pines that seemed 
to brush the rich blue sky all made it feel good to be there. 

 
“It is good for us to be here,” Peter said to Jesus on the mountain. Maybe he spoke from the same place of soul 

from which I said as much on Wolf Creek Pass. But Luke adds, parenthetically, “(But he didn’t know what he was 
saying.)” He didn’t know what he was saying because to look at life of Jesus, our Lord didn’t live bouncing from Rocky 
Mountain high to Rocky Mountain high. Take what happens next in our story. 

 
After the mountaintop experience in which Jesus communes with Moses and Elijah, and Peter and James and 

John get an eyeful of holy, they all go down the mountain to get an earful of screaming demon. Back to reality. 
 
We left Wolf Creek Pass I and I had a little ache of “back to reality.” I was sad to leave the West and to head 

down into geography that just felt like the reality of things. What’s back to reality like?  
 
Is it like Monday after a nice weekend away from the job? Like a marriage in which it’s clear that the honeymoon 

is over. Like living as a parent after the new baby thrill has worn off? Like how faith can be when life feels like a hard slog?  
 
But the transfiguration of Jesus isn’t only about the rare mountaintop experience. The disciples’ vision of Jesus’ 

glory has as much to do with our lows, with life’s bumpy, seemingly impassible roads, as it does with mountaintop highs. 
We get this from Jesus’ conversation with Moses and Elijah. 
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Moses and Elijah can talk with us for a long time about highs and lows with God. Do you remember where Moses 
was when God found him and revealed divine glory in the burning bush? Moses was in exile as a murderer in the desolate 
wilderness of Horeb. And Elijah, when the glorious presence of the Lord passed by him on Mount Horeb, he’d gotten 
really low. Things had gone so badly that he’d told God, “Just take away my life.” For the truth was, if God wouldn’t take 
his life, there were others who wanted to.  

 
So on the mountain, Jesus was talking to people of faith who knew what it was like to come to God low. Which 

leads to a question. When Jesus went up to pray on the mountain with James, Peter and John did he need of some 
encouragement? I mean, did he go up there feeling kind of low?  

 
Jesus’ transfiguration takes place at a turning point in Luke. The Lord had just told his disciples that the Son of 

Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected, and be killed. After which he said that those who’d follow him should 
take up their cross and lose their life like him. These aren’t exactly words that fit with John Denver’s Rocky Mountain 
High.  

 
Luke doesn’t say much about the conversation among Jesus, Moses and Elijah. Just that it was about his 

departure. Which must have meant, they were talking with Jesus about his road to the cross. The Greek word that gets 
translated as “departure” is exodus, which means “the road out.” So, as Jesus appears to be wearing a trillion volts of 
electricity, what he’s talking about with Moses and Elijah is his exodus, his road of suffering that ends with the cross. 

 
Talk to Moses about the exodus road he walked out of Egypt with the Israelites, and he’ll tell you about geography 

of place and soul that’s as trying as anyone will go through. In the exodus, Moses went with the people through wilderness 
that was bone dry and apparently God-forsaken. On the exodus, the people got so desperate, so fed up with God’s 
apparent absence, that they almost killed Moses in order to go back to slavery in Egypt. If anyone could encourage Jesus 
to stay on the road to the cross, to lead God’s people out of slavery to sin and death, it was Moses. 

 
Peter watches it all and doesn’t want to go anywhere. He wants to stay in the rarified air of mountaintop 

transfiguration. Which is why Luke tells us that he didn’t understand. And while Jesus, Peter, James and John bask Jesus’ 
brilliance on the mountain, the rest of the disciples also don’t understand. They don’t understand how to help a poor child 
who screams and convulses and foams at the mouth. 

 
No one truly understands life, let alone God’s glory, because even as we’re caught up in it, it has to do with what’s 

beyond us. If you’ve been on the top of a mountain, did it occur to you to try and understand it? If you’ve been bored 
senseless driving across Kansas––if you’ve been at a time in your life when it feels like you’re just driving across Kansas 
and the road just keeps going and going and going––it doesn’t do much good to try and understand Kansas? No, you just 
keep going on the road.  

 
Moses and Elijah talk with Jesus, maybe encourage him, about the long, hard road to Jerusalem. And as they do, 

everything they say is illumined by light and presence of God. 
 
Jesus turned his face to the cross and went down the mountain to rebuke the evil spirit and heal the boy.  Notice 

that no one, least of all the disciples, responds by saying, “Now I understand!” No, Luke says, “They were all amazed.” 
Which is to say, they beheld God’s glory. 

 
Luke gives us the transfiguration of Jesus as instruction in beholding glory. When it comes to beholding the glory 

of God, we often don’t know what we’re saying. Because if the cross and Jesus’ road of suffering shine with God’s light, 
then it means that God’s presence is just as weighty when life feels like a dark night as it is when life feels like a stunning 
sunrise. To believe that this is so is the meaning of faith. 

 
Which is why we keep stopping on life’s road to gather for worship. We bring to worship the life in which there’s 

so much we don’t understand, and we let Jesus illumine it. We bring that moment when we were short with someone we 
loved. That moments at work when we felt so frustrated we could’ve just screamed. That moment with a grandchild that 
we could have lived in forever. Some moment of hope, when some we’ve struggled to walk seemed to be turning a corner.  
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Which is to say, we bring to worship the full geography of our lives––the highs, the lows, the plateaus where we 
just keep putting one foot in front of another. We behold our lives and say by faith that the Lord of glory. The purpose of 
our worship isn’t to understand our lives but to live them in the presence of Jesus, to see that the Savior enfolds it all. 

 
The Savior enfolded in transfigured glory is the Savior who goes to the cross. This means, the glory of Jesus is that 

he does not run away from suffering. The glory of Jesus is to face the hard road and to walk it with us. And not just with 
us, but for us. That is the message of the cross: that Jesus gives himself for us so that nothing in life or death will separate 
us from God. 

 
When Jesus talked with Moses and Elijah about his exodus on cross, he was talking about the road he will always 

walk for you. He will walk down into the low places of our souls. He will travel all the paths where we feel confused. He 
will be there when we don’t understand where we’re going. He will stay with us amid the unbelief that’s always mixed in 
with faith. Just as he’ll be at the mountaintop moments when life just feels like it soars. He’s always there as the Savior, but 
often shining with a spectrum of glory that doesn’t register to our perception. 

 
Luke says that as Jesus was transfigured, a cloud enveloped the mountain and voice within it said, “This is my 

Son, whom I have chosen. Listen to him.” And then Jesus was alone, and he didn’t look any different than he had last 
Tuesday.  

 
The glory of following Jesus isn’t like a fireworks display or experience after experience of blinding heavenly lights. 

It’s about trusting his presence and his calling voice when nothing particularly calls attention to the reality that he’s there.  
 
This must be why the Lord of glory chooses to come to us in a meal of plain old bread and the ordinary fruit of 

the vine, to tell us, “I’m with you disciples. I’m with you on the road you walk. The light by which you walk is my presence 
with you always. The geography of your life, of your soul, it is filled with glory. For I am there,” says the Lord. Amen. 


