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“Our Lenten Mountaintops” 

Matthew 17:1-9 

Does all that we know of God depend on the hearsay of others, or does it find its 

grounding in something we’ve experienced firsthand? If someone were to stop any one of us 

and ask what it’s like to have a “mountaintop experience,” would we be able to share anything 

meaningful?   

That’s a question Jesus’ disciples Peter, James and John might have had a hard time 

answering — until that day they followed their Master up the side of the mountain, huffing and 

puffing all the way to the summit. 

At the top, they saw something wholly unexpected — not a bubbling spring, or a flowing 

river, but Jesus “transfigured” before them. When the fleeting experience was over, they knew 

their lives would never be the same. 

No one can say, for sure, what that experience was. The best guess is that it was some 

kind of vision: “And he was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his 

clothes became dazzling white. Suddenly there appeared to them Moses and Elijah, talking with 

him” (Matthew 17:2-3). 

Moses and Elijah, the two greatest prophets of Israel! As if the transformation of their 

Master’s appearance — his clothing and himself shining bright as the sun — hadn’t been 

enough, Jesus gets a double celebrity endorsement besides!  Moses and Elijah. 

Even so, it takes a while for Peter and the others to get the point: “Lord, it is good for us 

to be here; if you wish, I will make three dwellings here, one for you, one for Moses, and one 

for Elijah” (Matthew 17:4). There is Peter, like so many of us: overworking, over-functioning, 
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barely taking a second to stop, catch his breath and behold the wonder unfolding before his very 

eyes! 

Some moments are simply meant to be savored for what they are, not preserved for 

posterity. Have you ever been at a tourist spot where people are taking pictures and videos with 

their smartphones? They’re so desperate to preserve what they’re seeing that they barely even 

see it, not firsthand, anyway. Standing on the rim of the Grand Canyon, but only seeing it 

through that tiny screen … what a waste! Come on, Peter, forget the lean-to shelters. Stop 

doing, for once. Just concentrate on being, on gratefully receiving the wonder that’s before your 

eyes! 

Where are the mountaintops in our lives? Where do earthbound folk like us stand a 

better-than-average chance of encountering the living God? 

No one, of course, can dictate where God’s going to show up — the spirit-wind “blows 

where it chooses,” as Jesus taught Nicodemus (John 3:8). Even so, there are certain things we 

can do to position ourselves in the right place at the right time. Today — Ash Wednesday — is 

a good time to think about these things because of the various commitments we can choose to 

adopt as part of our Lenten discipline. 

For a starter, we can pray. This is more than the hurried grace before dinner, the sleepy-

eyed bedtime prayer, or the swift request beamed to God in a moment of spiritual panic. The 

only way to truly ascend to the mountaintop in prayer is to practice a patient, contemplative 

kind of prayer. Such prayer is more watchful waiting than conscious thought, more silence than 

speech. And yes, it does require a block of dedicated time. 
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Another way of ascending the mountain is to read the Bible. Again, this requires 

dedicated time, not a few seconds here and there amidst the frantic multitasking of our days. 

There are ways of reading carefully chosen Bible passages devotionally, ways that allow us as 

readers to brood over the text, attuned to what God the Holy Spirit is trying to say to us.  A 

daily reading from the “Christ in Our Home” devotional or calling the Warmline can help. 

Still another way of opening ourselves to God’s presence is by attending worship 

regularly. Now that suggestion may sound painfully obvious for any preacher to say from the 

pulpit, but there’s truth in it, all the same. You can’t count on sensing the presence of the Lord 

in worship every Sunday, or Ash Wednesday, but it does happen to a great many of us with 

some regularity. Why else would people come to church if it weren’t for such an expectation? 

Some leading historical figures of the faith received their most cherished insight in a 

service of worship. For example, the young Isaiah was worshiping in the Temple when he had 

that ecstatic vision of the angel holding the burning coal, and of God saying, “Whom shall I 

send, and who will go for us?” (Isaiah 6:8). 

Another example is John Wesley, the founder of Methodism. He was a priest in the 

Church of England, who thought his spiritual life was just fine until he accepted an invitation to 

attend a worship service. In Wesley’s own words: 

“I went very unwilling to a society in Aldersgate Street, where one was reading Luther’s 

preface to the Epistle to the Romans. About a quarter before nine, while the leader was 

describing the change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart 

strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ alone for salvation; and an assurance was given me 

that He had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.”
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Through prayer, Scripture reading and worship — ordinary spiritual disciplines — we, 

too, can ascend the mountain. We can open our hearts to whatever God is ready to do with us. 

Once again, we should emphasize that no spiritual seeker can summon the Holy Spirit at will. 

You can’t make yourself have a spiritual experience. Only God can see to that. Yet — to adapt a 

state lottery advertising slogan to a more sacred purpose — “you can’t win if you don’t play.” 

It’s always a sad thing when a mountain remains unclimbed.  The mountain is always 

there, looming up familiar and serene, but its summit never attempted.  Will the Lord appear, 

shining brightly as the sun — or must the waiting continue? 

Who can know? But you can only find out for sure by climbing! 

  Russell Schweickart was an astronaut who flew the lunar module for the Apollo 9 

mission. Like many of his fellow astronauts, he discovered that his life was changed by the 

experience of looking down at the Earth from outer space. Here’s what he said about it: 

“Up there you go around every hour and a half; time after time after time, and you wake 

up in the morning over the mid-East, and over North Africa. You look out of your window as 

you’re eating breakfast — and there's the whole Mediterranean area, and Greece and Rome, and 

the Sinai and Israel. And you realize that what you’re seeing in one glance was the whole 

history of [humanity] for centuries; the cradle of civilization. You go across the Atlantic Ocean, 

back across North Africa. You do it again and again. You identify with Houston, and then with 

Los Angeles, and Phoenix and New Orleans. The next thing you know, you are starting to 

identify with North Africa. You look forward to it. You anticipate it. And the whole process of 

what you identify with begins to shift. 
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“When you go around it every hour and a half, you begin to recognize that your identity 

is with that whole thing. And that makes a very powerful change inside of you. As you look 

down you can’t imagine how many borders and boundaries you cross — again and again. And 

you can’t even see them. Still, you know there are thousands of people fighting over some 

imaginary lines down there that you can’t even see, and you wish you could say, ‘Look at that! 

Look at that! What’s important?’”
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So, what is truly important on this Ash Wednesday? Is it the many tasks, duties, chores, 

errands and assignments that fill our days with low-level noise? Or is it those “big-picture” 

kinds of moments, the rich intervals of stillness and of calm — the times of “being still and 

knowing that the Lord is God,” sensing the Holy Spirit at work in our hearts? 

The season of Lent provides many opportunities for spiritual mountain-climbing. We 

don’t need a Saturn V rocket, as Rusty Schweickart and his fellow astronauts did, to catapult us 

up to the proper vantage-point. All we need do is walk, slowly and steadily, up the side of the 

mountain looming over us all our lives. We don’t need the lung-bursting strength and endurance 

of an athlete to do it. All we need is persistence, and the willingness to set aside the time needed 

to make the ascent. Take as much time as you need; the mountain will still be there. 

The 40 days of Lent can be a scarcely noticed string of dates on the calendar, or they can 

be a season of true spiritual growth. The choice is up to each one of us.  But one thing’s for 

sure: If you never begin to climb, you’ll never know the glories of the summit. 

 May the peace of God . . .  

#319 – O Lord, Throughout These Forty Days 

 


