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“Altitude Adjustment” 
Exodus 34:29-35 Luke 9:28-43a 

 
 One topic of conversation the week after the Super Bowl is not only 
commiserations on the game itself but also the commercials.  And in case you didn’t get 
your fill of them during the game there are also web sites where you can watch all of the 
commercials over and over and over.  There was one during the third quarter that got 
my attention. 
 The visual is a series of portraits of a variety of men.  Each of them is very 
deadpan with no trace of enthusiasm on their faces at all.  A voice gives this litany with 
the same, just doing my duty kind of tone: 

• I will get up and walk the dog at 6:30 AM. 
• I will eat some fruit for a part of my breakfast. 
• I will shave. 
• I will clean the sink after I shave. 
• I will be at work at 8 AM. 
• I will sit through 2 hour meetings. 
• I will say YES when you want me to say YES. 
• I will be quiet when you don’t want me to say NO. 
• I will take your calls. 
• I will listen to your opinion of my friends. 
• I will listen to your friend’s opinions of my friends. 
• I will be civil to your mother. 
• I will put the seat down. 
• I will separate the recycling. 
• I will carry your lip balm. 
• I will take my socks off before I get into bed. 
• I will put my underwear in the basket. 
• Then after a significant pause, “and because I do, I will drive the car I want 

to drive.” 
So, what do you do when you get to do what you really want to do?  I was wondering 
how the disciples would have answered that question?  They had been carrying a heavy 
load.  That is what Luke is referring to when he says “after these sayings.”  Jesus had 
sent out all of the disciples two by two giving them power and authority over all demons 
and to cure all diseases., to proclaim the kingdom and to heal.  They had been travelling 
light.  Jesus had told them not to take anything extra, no bags, no food, no credit cards. 
 I can understand the weariness of the disciples on their trip up the mountain with 
Jesus.  They must be exhausted by the non-stop demands of the crowds.  When they 
had been sent off with power and authority it was into the same needy crowds.  They 
have had an enviable run of success and have returned to tell Jesus all about it.  But 
when he takes them to “withdraw privately” for a well-earned rest to do what they really 
want to do, they are interrupted by even more crowds, and the work of ministry 
continues.  Luke’s about eight days means they have been really slammed and enough 
is enough.  The weary disciples beg Jesus to send the crowds away – but we know 
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what happens next, the crowd is hungry so its fish sandwiches for 5,000, actually more 
like 15,000 when you count women and children. 
 When they finally do get a day off, it doesn’t feel much like a vacation.  Jesus 
tells them about his upcoming “great suffering,” rejection, and death (treatment they can 
expect as well), and about his rising on the third day.  I don’t blame them for missing the 
rising part at the end.  These disciples are in no shape for mountain climbing, even if its 
purpose is to pray.  After all, why can’t they just pray where they are?  To be honest, on 
some days, the attempt to pray is a steep, uphill climb on weary legs.  So perhaps 
Peter, James, and John can be excused that once they get on the mountain top that it 
appears that Jesus is actually doing all the praying.  The other guys can barely keep 
awake, but then something happens and the adrenaline kicks in. 
 This is more spectacular than the Super Bowl half-time show.  The bleary eyed 
disciples see Jesus transformed right in front of their eyes and then suddenly they see 
Moses, the giver of the Torah and Elijah, the greatest of the prophets right there in front 
of them talking to Jesus.  They can’t believe their eyes and they have front row seats.  
There are no superlatives to describe what they experience so Peter just blurts out 
something.  This is so great we must find some way to make it permanent so it will 
never, ever end. 
 But Peter’s attempts at memorializing the occasion are wiped away by what is 
beyond words.  The divine voice recalls the affirmation that was given at Jesus baptism, 
“This is my Son, my Chosen,” and then is added, “Listen to him!”  And the disciples are 
brought to awed and reverent and humble and prayerful silence.  How could that 
experience ever be described? 

There is a story told about Napoleon during the invasion of Russia. He somehow 
got separated from his men and was spotted by his enemies, the Russian Cossacks. 
They chased him through the winding streets. Running for his life Napoleon eventually 
ducked into a furrier's shop. Gasping for air and talking at the same time he begged the 
shopkeeper to save him. The furrier said, "Quick hide under this big pile of furs in the 
corner." Then the furrier made the pile even large by throwing more furs atop of 
Napoleon. 
  No sooner had he finished when the Russian Cossacks burst into the shop. 
"Where is he?" they demanded to know. The furrier denied knowing what they were 
talking about. Despite his protests the Russian Cossacks tore the shop apart trying to 
find Napoleon. They poked into the pile of furs with their swords but did not find him. 
They eventually gave up and left the shop. 
  After some time had past, Napoleon crept out from under the furs, unharmed. 
Shortly after Napoleon's personal guards came into the store. Before Napoleon left, the 
furrier asked, "Excuse me for asking this question of such a great man, but what was it 
like to be under the furs, knowing that the next moment could surely be your last? 
  Napoleon became indignant. "How dare you ask such a question of the Emperor 
Napoleon?" Immediately he ordered his guards to blindfold the furrier and execute him. 
  The furrier was dragged out of the shop, blindfolded and placed against the wall 
of the shop. The furrier could see nothing but he could hear the guards shuffling into a 
line and preparing their rifles. Then he heard Napoleon call out, "Ready!" In that 
moment a feeling the shopkeeper could not describe welled up with him. Tears poured 
down his cheeks. "Aim!" 
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Suddenly the blindfold was stripped from his eyes. Napoleon stood before him. 

They were face to face and Napoleon said, "Now you know the answer to your 
question." 
  The lesson here is obvious: How can you describe a near death experience? You 
can't. It has to be experienced. Jesus' transfiguration fall in the same category of events 
which cannot be described. How do you describe it? It had to be experienced. 
  But more important than describing the experience is to be grasped by the 
significance of it and to enter into its silence.  And I believe the next story is the key to 
the transfiguration story.  

The disciples and Jesus came off the mountain, and they came right down to the 
bottom of the valley.  Luke tells us that the next day they were met by the same crowd 
full of needy people.   And a desperate father brought his son, his only child.  The father 
describes seizures, shrieking, convulsing, foaming at the mouth, mauling.  The 
symptoms are as difficult to imagine in their tragic dimension as the exhilaration that 
they had just experienced on the mountaintop. 

Jesus and the disciples came down off that mountaintop right into the problems 
of real life in all their tragic dimensions.  And the disciples discovered that God is also 
down in the valley and the transforming power of the Love of Jesus Christ is not 
reserved only or even primarily for mountaintop experiences.  In fact, the deeper the 
valley, the more powerful is God’s love.  
  I like the quotation by Henry Drummond, the Scottish theologian when he said, 
"God does not make the mountains in order to be inhabited. God does not make the 
mountaintops for us to live on the mountaintops. It is not God's desire that we live on the 
mountaintops. We only ascend to the heights to catch a broader vision of the earthly 
surroundings below. But we don't live there. We don't tarry there. The streams begin in 
the uplands, but these streams descend quickly to gladden the valleys below." The 
streams start in the mountaintops, but they come down to gladden the valleys below. 
  You and I experience the valleys of life. You and I both know what happens the 
next day coming down from the mountain. It is the real world and the real life. After 
Sundays of life, even the Super Bowl Sundays, there are always Mondays. I’m not 
talking about the Mondays of ticker tape parades.  I’m talking about, you know, the 
tough ones of life.  God is with us there.  God’s presence is a powerful presence.  It is a 
costly presence.  God’s presence has the power to change everything. 
 I think I have commercials on the brain this morning, but one I have recently seen 
over and over again is of a young man and his girlfriend out on a date enjoying each 
other’s company laughing and joking.  The girlfriend gives the guy a meaningful look 
deep into his eyes and says, “I want to tell you something.  I love you!” And the guy is 
caught off-guard, and tries to respond in kind, but his words get all contorted, and all he 
can manage to get out is a garbled version of “I, I, I, I, lllllllllllll, it just isn’t working, until a 
waitress walks by and asks him if he would like another beer and he replies, “I’d love 
one.” 
 The guy knows how costly it is to say “I love you.”  It is more than just three 
words, it can lead to a lifetime of commitment.  Now I am trying to imagine what is the 
appropriate multiplier to apply to describe the costliness of the willingness of Jesus 
Christ to be fully present to us in our most difficult circumstances. 
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 We can only imagine.  I was looking more carefully at how the father describes 
the condition of his son.  He pleads that this is his only Son and he graphically 
describes, the symptoms, but he never labels them.  He does not say his Son is demon 
possessed; he does not describe him as God-forsaken; he refuses to label him as a lost 
cause, or no good – no labels at all.  There was nothing about his situation that made 
him beyond the love of God for the darker the valley the more intense is the grace of 
Jesus Christ.  We are aware of many dark valleys.  Many we are not aware of. 
 Right now our brothers and sisters in faith are experiencing that in Haiti right 
now.  The President of the Methodist Church in Haiti is Rev Paul Gesner.  This week I 
watched a video of him describing his experience of the earthquake and its aftermath so 
far.  The day of the earthquake he had been together with Rev Sam Dixon and Rev 
Clinton Rabb, two executives with the General Board of Global Ministries.  They had 
been visiting some schools and an agricultural project that were new initiatives of the 
United Methodist Church.  They were planning to attend a meeting together that 
evening but Rev Dixon and Rev Rabb went back to their hotel to rest a bit before the 
evening’s responsibilities and Rev Gesner, after dropping them off was headed back to 
his office.  That was when the earthquake struck.  At first he said he felt his automobile 
shaking then the road literally was jumping up and down.  He said he knew he was alive 
only by the grace of God. 
 His words were very clear.  He said several times, “Pray for us that we will have 
the courage to keep hope alive.  Pray for us that we will have the courage to keep hope 
alive.  Pray for us that we will have the courage to keep hope alive.” 
 Those bothers and sisters in faith have been to the mountaintop and they have 
been to the deepest valley.  We pray for them.  We pray with them.  We give thanks to 
God for their witness.  We are humbled to worship together in spirit and in truth. 
 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
 
Rev Stephen Hoffman 
First United Methodist Church of Palmetto 
14 February 2010 


