
40 more days
Luke 9:28-36

Exodus 24:12-18

Today we come to our second story in a series of stories 
we'll be looking at over Lent in which the Bible tells us about a 40
day experience. Today we find Moses heading up a mountain to 
commune with God, to enter into God's presence. On that 
mountain in God's presence we are told he spent 40 days. 

In the Bible, a mountain top is associated with the presence 
of God.  Moses received the law on a mountain.  Solomon built 
the Jerusalem temple on a mountain.  If you wanted to set 
yourself apart from the masses and seek interaction with God, 
this is where you would be likely to venture. Today we might go 
to camp or to a retreat house. That is, if we go anywhere at all. 
It's hard to stop what we are doing and take time away. Surely 
the Israelites would rather have kept moving. We know that they 
were tired of this journey through the wilderness. They wanted to
reach their destination. But rather than taking a shortcut, God 
seemed to stretch out their journey to the promised land. I don't 
even like when the road is unexpectedly closed and I have to sit 
through a 40 minute detour. They had a 40 year detour. And in 
our story today, they had to just sit and wait for 40 days while 
Moses went to ask for directions. 

Our New Testament passage for today also records a 
mountaintop experience. In Luke we read about Jesus taking 
three of his disciples up a mountain for a prayer retreat. The 
Luke account describes this as a time when Jesus was in prayer.  
As he is praying, he is transfigured.  His clothes become a 
dazzling white.  Peter, James and John see him talking with 
Moses and Elijah.  Scholars often point to the companions listed 
as representing the law, Moses, and the prophets, Elijah.  This 
ties Jesus to the same God being worshiped by his Jewish 
contemporaries.  This also ties him to the holy scriptures, 
teachings and stories like the story of Moses read for us today. 
Jesus is not separate from but a fulfillment of these scriptures 
which Moses and Elijah represent. 



Peter responded to what he saw by suggesting that he and 
his friends build shelters for the three men.  In Mark's account of 
this event we are told that he did this because he was frightened 
and didn’t know what to do (Mark 9:6).  He was so busy doing 
that he almost missed his chance to be with God in a 
transcendent moment of glory.  But God took care of that too.  
God enveloped the group in a cloud to give them a message.  
First he identified and affirmed Christ as his son.  

The cloud enveloping this group reminds us and probably 
reminded them also of the cloud that enveloped Moses on the 
mountain. The words spoken must have reminded Jesus of 
almost the exact same words being spoken from heaven at his 
baptism. The baptism happened at the beginning of Jesus' 
ministry. Now, as his ministry nears its end and he will soon face 
the cross, these words come again. Jesus had to wait a long time
before he heard these words of affirmation again. But the 
encouragement that these words offered him was not a cheery 
“you're a special snowflake” kind of encouragement. These were 
words recalling words in the scriptures of old that spoke of a 
suffering servant who would suffer greatly but through that 
service to humanity bring justice to all the nations. These were 
words encouraging Jesus to remain true to his true identity as 
that suffering servant and his true purpose. Both at his baptism 
and again at the transfiguration, Jesus heard in this voice a 
reminder of the words of Isaiah 42:1: “Here is my servant, 
whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights. I 
have put my spirit upon him; he will bring forth justice to 
the nations.” This is only a small portion of what we know as 
the servant songs in Isaiah. They go on to describe how this 
servant will suffer greatly but not retaliate. This cloud that came 
to cover the frightened disciples might also have been a way to 
envelop a frightened Jesus. 

Mountain top experiences usually occur when we can shut 
off the noise around us to spend time with God.  That is what 
happened for Moses when he stopped his work leading his people
to climb that mountain and listen to God. That is what Jesus did 
when he climbed a mountain with his friends to pause from his 



healing and teaching. In both cases they took time out for a 
prayer retreat.  

How do we shut off the noise and listen to God?  This 
requires us to take a break from the ordinary.  In fact, a break 
from the ordinary to spend time with God, is a wonderful 
definition for the word Sacred.  Moses and even Jesus took time 
out to make space for the sacred, especially in times of fear, 
doubt, or temptation. 

Song of Transfiguration, v. 1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GDbvvfkBAkw

Of course once we find our “sacred mountain,” our quiet 
place to meet God, it may be wise to not do but rather to be.  
Peter, clearly one to jump in and do stuff, was really missing the 
point when he offered to build shelters. Perhaps doing was 
Peter's way of dealing with uncomfortable feelings like fear. Are 
we ever frightened to spend time with God?  Is that why we keep
so busy?  Is it frightening to listen to God because we don’t really
want to face ourselves?  Since God knows our true selves, when 
we are truly present with God, we must be truly present with 
ourselves.  That can be pretty scary. Often we speak and do out 
of fear and ignorance.  In doing so we miss an opportunity to feel
God present with us and listen. Sometimes we honor God best by
listening and saying nothing.  

Although time away in prayer allows us the opportunity for 
God's transforming presence, we are not called to hoard that 
experience. God’s Spirit is available to us to empower us in the 
midst of our ministry and not necessarily as a reward at the end 
of it. Some say that the transfiguration is a glimpse of the 
resurrection to come.  This would be in keeping with Jesus' 
previous predictions.  I find it interesting though, that a 
resurrection type appearance occurs in the midst of ministry.  
The resurrection is not an event held separately from the rest of 
the gospel.  In this case it occurs in the midst of prayer and his 
ministering to those in need.  The resurrection is not only 
valuable because it comforts us when we consider death.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GDbvvfkBAkw


Certainly that can be a very real comfort and hope.  It is, 
however, also a part of the work we do now.  How do we 
encounter the risen Christ in our work?  

The transfiguration would serve those who were with him in 
the days to come. When Peter was frightened and did not know 
what to do, God’s presence enveloped him in a cloud and gave 
him direction.  When his faith wavered and he did not have the 
confidence to identify with Jesus the night he was betrayed, this 
experience may have been a reminder to him of who Jesus really 
was.  When Jesus was crucified and they could do nothing but 
stand and watch their beloved friend suffer and die, the disciples 
could remember the glory they had seen on the mountain top 
and be sustained and comforted by the hope promised to them.  
A mountain top experience can do all of those things for us too 
as we face decisions, doubt and despair.  

Encounters with God can be a source of hope in the valleys 
of despair, a sense of assurance in times of doubt and a sense of 
guidance in times when we need direction. In the middle of a 
forty year journey in the wilderness when the patience and faith 
of the Israelites was tested, Moses personal encounter with God 
empowered him. Seeing the way he was transformed by his 
encounter surely gave encouragement to the dessert wanderers 
as they waited for the fulfillment of God's promises. 

Song of Transfiguration, v. 2 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GDbvvfkBAkw

Both of our texts for today tell of mountaintop experiences 
indeed, but they also reference those who stayed behind. I 
wonder what the other disciples were doing while Jesus, Peter, 
James, and John were hiking up this mountain. We are not told 
how long their retreat lasted. We know it couldn't be contained in
a shrine, as Peter suggested. 

For the travelers in the desert, we know they waited over a 
month. We are told that Moses was up on the mountain for 40 
days. Add travel time, and I'm guessing they were more than a 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GDbvvfkBAkw


little bit tired of waiting. They, like we, wanted to be in control of 
their schedules, their time. They wanted to complete this trip. 
But God was not bound by their time frame any more than God 
was bound by Peter's idea to build a shrine. If either the disciples
on the mountain or the Israelites in the desert wanted to extend 
their experience of the presence of God, they had to bring it back
into their daily lives and find a way to share it with their 
community in the days to come. They had to learn patience, and 
most important, they had to learn love. 

May this Lent afford us the courage to stop and spend time 
listening for God, inviting God's presence. 

May this Lent inspire us to allow God's transforming work in 
our lives. 

May this Lent empower us to let those experiences of a love 
so powerful that it can envelop us flow through us in our daily 
lives to all whom we encounter. 

Song of Transfiguration v.3
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GDbvvfkBAkw

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GDbvvfkBAkw

