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March 3, 2019 

Exodus 34:29-35  

Luke 9:28-36    Companions in Impossibility  

 

Peter, James and John had gone up the mountain to pray with Jesus. 

Sometimes that’s all you can do. All you can do is pray when things are 

overwhelming and impossible. All you can do is pray because what is 

before you is impossible, and you don’t see how things will work, it’s all 

a terrible mess, and could God please, please do something. You pray 

because sometimes, that’s all you can do. And this was one of those 

times for Jesus and his disciples. It was a time to pray because Jesus had 

just told them that he was the Messiah, and that as the Messiah he would 

suffer. And he would be rejected by the world. And he would be killed, 

so that God could raise him up again. Jesus said that this is what lay 

before them, and it was a lot to take in. It was overwhelming. It seemed 

impossible. 

Jesus had just told his disciples that he was the Messiah and that the 

Messiah would suffer and die. And with this news ringing in their ears, 

the disciples go up the mountain with Jesus to pray. It’s important to 

notice that that’s why they are going up the mountain. They aren’t going 
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up the mountain for some exercise. They aren’t going up the mountain 

for some sight-seeing.  They aren’t going up the mountain because they 

are on their way over this mountain to somewhere else. They go up this 

mountain to pray. To pray that they can face this reality and be faithful 

in this reality. They pray, because, at this point, that’s all they can do. 

Jesus went to pray. He needed to pray, I imagine, because had just told 

his disciples the big news. He had told them who he was and what he 

had come to do. That he was the Messiah they had been waiting for. But 

he was not the one they might expect. He was headed for suffering and 

death. They were not headed for a great, big superhero victory over the 

bad guys. They were headed for, what some might call, a disaster. “But 

don’t worry, Jesus says. It will be OK. God will raise me up again.” As 

you can imagine, this news was still a shocker for the disciples. And 

maybe Jesus needed to pray because he was worried that his disciples 

would drop out now. They wouldn’t stick with him. I mean, who would? 

He was headed to Jerusalem to lay down his life. He had no plan to 

overthrow the Romans or the Herodians. He had no plan to be the new 

king of Israel. Why would the disciples want to keep following him? 
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Wouldn’t they go find another Messiah, who could make victorious 

promises? I wonder if the way ahead for Jesus seemed impossible. And 

all Jesus could do was pray, and pray that this would work and that God 

would hold them all together. Please God, hold us all together. 

Jesus was praying on that mountain. And his disciples were praying too. 

I imagine they were also praying about this bombshell that Jesus had just 

dropped about his suffering and death. Yes, he was the Messiah. But not 

the crush-the-enemy kind of Messiah. He would not escape death, but 

suffer death. And he wanted them to follow him, “If anyone wants to 

come after me, let him take up his cross and follow me. Whoever would 

save her life, will lose it. Whoever will lose her life for my sake will 

save it.” Imagine hearing that. Imagine how stunned the disciples must 

have been.  Imagine them, leaning over to whisper to one another, “Did 

you sign up for this? What’s Jesus talking about? I thought he was the 

Messiah. What’s he leading us into?” The way ahead for them seemed 

impossible. 

Sometimes all you can do is pray. When the way ahead seems 

unimaginably difficult, and you have no idea how to proceed. You never 
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imagined that your life would look like this. You never imagined you 

would be checking your child into rehab. Or that you would have to care 

for an aging parent. Or that the path before you would look dark and 

frightening: with a job loss or a divorce or a foreclosure. It would look 

like the loss of a friend or the loss of a partner or the loss of your 

reputation. It looks like failure. And you don’t see how you will get 

through this. Or how any good will come out of it. How could this be the 

way you have to go? How could this be the way to follow Jesus? 

Maybe you know what that’s like to be facing the impossible. To be on 

that mountain, with James and John and Peter. And Jesus. Looking into 

the uncertain, unexpected, unreasonable way ahead. And praying that 

God knows what God is doing.  Praying that you will have faith to stay 

the course. It is a crisis point for all disciples. Because it’s difficult to 

say OK to all of this. It’s difficult to trust that the way of Jesus is death 

and resurrection. It’s difficult because deep down we want a Messiah 

who will save us. We want a Messiah who will win, instead of telling us 

to pick up our cross and follow him. It’s difficult. And anyone who tells 

you otherwise hasn’t really thought it through. But today we get some 
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encouragement. Others who have had to have faith. Others who have 

climbed a mountain to pray and face the impossible. Moses and Elijah. 

Moses and Elijah appear on the mountain with Jesus and his disciples. 

And when Peter sees them he suggests they should build a few shrines. 

But no, Moses and Elijah are not there to be worshipped. They are there 

because they have been in this very same spot. They had to trust God. 

They had to put their faith in God to get them through impossible things. 

Because God has always planned impossible things. God is always 

willing to do what can’t be done to rescue us and all of creation. And 

Moses knew that. Moses’ mission was to rescue the Israelites from 

slavery and then lead them to the Promised Land. In our reading from 

Exodus, Moses has just accomplished the first part of the mission; he 

demanded again and again that Pharaoh let his people go. Pharaoh 

would say yes then no, then yes then no. And finally, Pharaoh set them 

free, but then Pharaoh changed his mind again. And he chased them to 

the Red Sea where they were trapped. What would God do now? How 

would God rescue them? Why, split the Red Sea in half so they could 

pass through on dry ground. Impossible mission accomplished.  
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But then came the second part of the mission, getting the people to the 

Promised Land.  In the desert at Mt Sinai, the Israelites made a covenant 

with God. They would be God’s people and God would be their God. 

And Israel would have a land all their own. But as Moses comes down 

the mountain with the covenant stones, there the Israelites are, 

worshiping a golden calf. Moses smashes the covenant stones in 

frustration and goes back up the mountain to pray. What was he 

thinking? What was GOD thinking? How was this covenant going to 

work? “You’ve seen these people, right, God? You know these people, 

right? How can you have faith in this unfaithful group? How will they 

ever get to the Promised land?” It seemed impossible. All Moses could 

do was trust God. 

And there’s also Elijah. He also had to face the impossible. He was 

God’s prophet, sent to tell the truth. If you want a thankless job, be a 

prophet. Elijah’s biggest concern was the wicked king Ahab and the 

queen Jezebel who were leading the people away from God. See, leaders 

are leaders. They set an example. They show others how to be and what 

to do and what kind of character is important. And King Ahab and 
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Queen Jezebel said, It’s OK to be unfaithful. It’s OK to worship other 

gods. It’s Ok to serve Baal and Asherah and all the other gods of fertility 

and war. It’s OK to do whatever you have to do for profit and power and 

maximum production. It’s OK to ignore the God of Israel who 

commanded us not to covet the things our neighbors have. It’s OK not to 

listen to God who commanded us to keep a holy Sabbath so the poor can 

rest. It’s OK to overlook what God says about caring for the orphan and 

the widow and the oppressed. Do what’s in your own best interest. It’s 

OK. No, said Elijah. No, that’s not OK. The God of Israel is our God. 

The Great I Am, the one who seeks justice and loves mercy. Who sets 

people free from slavery. Who does not pursue profit or war, This God is 

our God. Elijah challenged King Ahab Queen Jezebel and embarrassed 

them; and they wanted to kill him. So Elijah ran far away to the 

mountain to pray. Because there was nothing else he could do. The way 

ahead of him seemed impossible. And on that mountain, Elijah told God 

that nothing was going to work. The people were too easily led astray. 

Ahab was too powerful. It was all destined for failure. “I know” said 
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God, “I know it’s hard to have faith. But trust me. I’ll get you through 

this.” 

Elijah and Moses faced impossible situations. Both of them knew the 

odds were against them. Both of them knew that suffering and difficulty 

lay ahead. Both of them knew this was the way God wanted them to go. 

It was the way to something restorative and good for them and for 

others. If they would just kept going, if they would just follow that path, 

they would get there. “I know, it’s hard. It feels impossible,” Moses and 

Elijah are telling Jesus about Jerusalem and the cross and his departure. I 

imagine Moses and Elijah comforting Jesus and telling him that they had 

been there too. And that he could trust God. And the only way forward 

was to take up his cross and have faith that God was on that path ahead 

of him.  Not just behind him, but ahead of him. 

Sometimes the way before us can look impossible. The way of 

faithfulness. The way of following Jesus. The way of loving our 

neighbor and our enemy. The way of mercy and forgiveness. It looks 

difficult. It will mean struggle. It will mean facing the powers of 

darkness that tempt us to devalue the world around us. It will mean 
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sacrifice and death to an old way of life. And it will seem absolutely 

counterintuitive and absolutely counterproductive. But that’s the kind of 

God we serve. The God who releases prisoners and lets the oppressed go 

free. The God who cares about the least and last and lost, and wants life 

for them too. Who wants love for them too. So many others have faced 

followed down this impossible path. Elijah and Moses and Jesus and 

Peter. The disciples of every age who have gone before us, and trusted 

that God goes ahead of us. To show just how powerful love is. To make 

a way where there is no way. From death to life from slavery to freedom 

from despair to joy. 


