
 
  
 
 As soon as Luke says that Jesus took Peter, James, and John up on the mountain, 
we should be prepared for glory.  
 
 It was Peter, James, and John who were in the boats, cleaning their nets when Jesus 
came teaching from the bow of Peter’s boat and then beckoned him to go out to the deep 
water for a catch. You remember that Peter’s doubt and faith came to the surface when he 
said they had been fishing all night and caught nothing, “but if you say so…” 
 
 And when the fish come up from the deep, shining scales flashing in the early 
morning light, everyone marvels at the catch, but Peter sees something else, the glory of 
the Lord. You remember he falls to his knees, and echoing Isaiah at his own call - who 
said I am a man of unclean lips and I live among a people of unclean lips and I have seen 
the Lord – Peter says, “Go away from me Lord, for I am a sinful man.” 
 
 Jesus doesn’t touch Peter’s lips with a hot coal from the altar like the angel does 
Isaiah, but he does issue a call that invites Peter and James and John beyond their doubt – 
in themselves and in God – to a deep trust that with Jesus, they have everything they 
need. He looks at Peter, on his knees at Jesus’ feet, and James and John, two brothers 
called the Sons of Thunder, out of breath, arms covered with the sweat of exertion, 
standing up to their hips in fish – Jesus surveys this scene and says the words that are 
welcome words to any who would follow him, then or now: “Do not fear, from now on 
you will be catching people.” 
 
 Peter, James, and John leave everything and follow him. They become the inner 
circle of Jesus’ apostles, consistent witnesses to what the Celtic tradition calls “thin 
places,” those places where the kingdom draws near and is palpable.  
 
 In the history of Israel, ever since Moses, the mountain is a thin place, where the 
veil separating God from the world is hardly there at all, revealing the depths of God’s 
glory. When we hear that he took Peter, James, and John up to the mountain to pray, we 
should expect glory. It is ironic that glory seems to be the last thing the three of them 
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expect. Perhaps by this point in Jesus’ ministry, they are more accustomed to his 
miracles, they’ve heard the same teachings a few times, and they’ve taken to listening 
less and managing more. It is easy, after all, to become used to life. You get up, you go to 
work or school, you come home, you go to bed and then you do it all over again. There is 
a certain rhythm that can dull your senses, make you unaware of thin places, of glory 
right there in our midst. 
 
 They go up the mountain with him. By the time they arrive at the place of prayer, 
their legs are tired, they are out of breath, and the weight of the journey closes in around 
them. They hunt for a soft spot to lean their fatigued bodies against, and, as often happens 
(occasionally, I even see it happen here), their prayer turns to sleep.  
 
 While they are sleeping, Jesus’ face is transfigured, changed, and his clothes 
become dazzling white. While they are sleeping, Moses (who represents the Law) and 
Elijah (who represents the Prophets), speak with Jesus. While they are sleeping, the Law 
and Prophets come together with the Son of God to talk about the way the Law and 
Prophets will be fulfilled in Jesus’ departure (the Greek word here is “exodus”) to 
Jerusalem, where he will liberate the enslaved earth by his death on the cross. They 
manage to sleep through all this glory, and only awaken as it ends. The Greek text gives 
the sense, which is missing in our translation, that the disciples, waking up, see Jesus’ 
glory and the two men who are with him, but do not hear the conversation about 
Jerusalem and the cross.  
 
 It is this fundamental blindness, this sleepiness, that continues to plague those of us 
who seek to follow Christ. We are quick to note the glory, but miss the cross; we see the 
light, but are blind to the dark places it seeks to illumine; we skip straight to resurrection, 
but want to escape the journey through the darkness of the tomb. We sleep through the 
talk of death and see only glory. 
 
 “It is good for us to be here,” announces Peter, and he was right. Seeing Jesus, his 
face lit up like Moses on Mt. Sinai, and seeing Moses himself, and Elijah standing next to 
him, Peter knows that it is indeed good for them to be there. “Let’s build tents – booths – 
one for you, Jesus, and one for Elijah, and one for Moses.” 
 
 This was an ancient way of marking thin places in the Old Testament. You build 
something to commemorate the spot, the place of meeting. Maybe you gave it a name. 
Jacob named the spot where he had a vision of angels ascending and descending a ladder 
Beth-el, “house of God,” because, he said, “Surely this is the house of God, surely this is 
the gate of heaven!” Jacob named the spot where he wrestled with God by the Jabbock 
River “Peniel,” which means “face of God,” for, Jacob said, here I met God face to face, 



and lived.” Erect a marker, build a tent, give it a name, this thin place, this place is where 
I encountered God. 
 
 But something different is going on here, in this thin place. Peter’s words are 
irrelevant the moment they come out of his mouth. No sooner does he say, “Let us build 
three booths…then Luke narrates, “not knowing what he was saying…” The cloud 
descends, reminiscent of Moses again, and a voice calls out, the same voice that was 
present at Jesus’ baptism, “This is my Son, my Chosen. Listen to him.” Peter falls silent, 
James and John as well. They will not speak of this again until after Jesus’ death and 
resurrection. Now, they are prepared to listen. And so Jesus takes them down the 
mountain, right into the heart of sickness, and death, and failure, turning toward 
Jerusalem, toward Lent, toward the cross. Because, the thin, deep places are down there, 
in the sick and the broken, the dying and the grieving, at the cross. We look in vain for 
God if we look only on the mountain, for the transfigured Christ walks among us, even 
now, in our ordinary days. 
 
 We search in vain if we search for booths on some high mountain for a 
commemoration of Transfiguration in some long-ago time and place.  
 
 Instead, look for places and people right now, far from mountains majesty, where 
Christ walks still - and shines - on this transfigured world. 
 
 The last words of this text, right before they go down the mountain, are an 
invitation to the Lenten season just a few days away. The cloud disorients and frightens 
them. The voice beckons them to listen to Jesus. They found Jesus alone. They remained 
silent about these things. In solitude, in silence, is the space for listening for the voice of 
Christ.  

 
From the hush of that still, silent moment, Jesus takes the first steps down the 

mountain, his face turned toward Jerusalem, and the disciples follow in silence. 
 
Here is the invitation: 
 
Let us walk into Lent in awed, holy silence. Let us emerge from the cloud of God’s 

presence with humility and trust and enter Lent with more curiosity and less certitude. 
 
Let us walk into Lent listening for Christ. God tells us to listen to him. I know of 

no greater task for the church in our era than to discern the voice of Christ from so many 
other voices clamoring for our attention and allegiance. 

 



Let us walk into Lent embracing transfiguration not as a one-time event, but as the 
thing God continues to do through Christ for all the world. You do not have to go to a 
mountain to find a thin place. The world is, as Calvin said, “the theater of God’s glory.”  

 
The light that shone from Christ’s clothing, the wonder of his altered face, is a light 

and wonder present in each created child of God. Let us walk into Lent with eyes to see 
that light and wonder in everyone. 

 
Let us walk, you and I, into the gift of the season awaiting us, embracing all God 

has for us, embracing all those God gives to us, embracing Christ in everything and 
everyone – to the glory of God. Amen. 


