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One of the things I like most about living in Albuquerque is the ever-present view of the 
Sandia Mountains. Wherever you go in the city, look to the east and there they are in all 
their majesty! And the view of the mountains changes all through the day, depending 
on weather conditions, cloud cover, air quality, and the position of the sun in the sky. I 
think my favorite time of day is right at sunset when the mountains are bathed in pink 
sunlight, which is how they got their name – Sandia – meaning watermelon. 
 
I’ve hiked to the top -- to Sandia Crest -- a couple of times, though I must confess that I 
took the tramway back down. It was easier on my legs, which were pretty sore by the 
end of the day. 
 
My first experience climbing mountains was in Upstate New York in the Adirondacks. I 
must have been in junior high, 7th or 8th grade, when I attended a summer camp on Lake 
Champlain, and from time to time we would take an old school bus into Adirondack 
State Park to go hiking. We would go on day hikes and sometimes overnight hikes, 
climbing mountains with names such as Haystack, Giant, Big Slide, Upper and Lower 
Wolfjaw. When the weather was good and the skies were clear, we were often rewarded 
with beautiful, 360-degree views of mountains and lakes as far as the eye could see!   
 
But once in awhile, the weather would turn on us, and we would find ourselves in the 
clouds. Not only was there no view at the top, it made it difficult to know whether we 
ever reached the top. When you’re in the clouds, you can only see your immediate 
surroundings. It is disorienting. It can make it much harder to stay on the trail and 
much easier to lose your way. It also can be frightening, particularly when you are near 
the top and you begin to hear thunderclaps and see flashes of lightning! It’s a funny 
thing. Thunder and lightning always seem much closer when you are on top of a 
mountain. And I can tell you from personal experience: the last place you want to be in 
a thunderstorm is on top of a mountain! 
 
Nevertheless, that seems to be exactly where Moses finds himself in the passage from 
Exodus read this morning. God tells Moses to hike up Mount Sinai and wait for the 
tablets of stone on which God has written the law. For six days, a cloud covers the 
mountain, and the glory of the Lord appears like a devouring fire on top of the 
mountain. On the seventh day, God speaks to Moses out of the cloud. Moses enters the 
cloud and climbs to the top of the mountain, where he remains for 40 days and 40 
nights. 
 
This morning’s reading from Matthew also tells us about a mountaintop experience --
that of Jesus and his inner circle of disciples -- Peter, James, and John – who also find 
themselves on top of a high mountain by themselves. There, they have an awesome, 
wondrous experience. They are given a glimpse of Jesus' future glory as the risen 
Christ. They have a vision of Jesus "transfigured before them." "His face shone like the 



sun, and his clothes became dazzling white." Jesus glows with a transcendent glory 
reserved for heavenly beings. If these disciples had any doubt, they now see that Jesus 
is no ordinary man. On the contrary, Jesus belongs to the divine world. 
 
Suddenly, Moses and Elijah both appear before them, talking with Jesus. For Peter, this 
is too good to be true. It is a peak experience. He doesn't want the moment to end. He 
wants them to stay, so he offers to build three dwellings, one for Jesus, one for Moses, 
and one for Elijah. But before he is finished speaking, a cloud overshadows them, and a 
voice from the cloud says: "This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; 
listen to him!" It is almost word for word what was said by a voice from heaven at Jesus' 
baptism. The disciples are so frightened by this that they fall prostrate on the ground. 
They are completely overwhelmed by the experience. But Jesus comes and touches 
them and tells them to get up and to not be afraid. When they look up, Moses and Elijah 
have vanished as quickly as they first appeared. Jesus stands alone before them as the 
one who will be the fulfillment of God's work as represented by the Hebrew scriptures. 
 
Our lectionary readings describe two mountaintop experiences: the experience of Moses 
atop Mount Sinai and the experience of Jesus and three of his disciples atop an 
unnamed "high mountain." You probably recognized some parallels between these two 
stories. In both cases, there is a reference to the passing of six days. In both cases, a 
cloud descends upon the mountain. In both cases, God speaks from out of the cloud. 
And in both cases, the radiance of God is reflected in the face of God's chosen ones. 
Matthew says of the transfigured Jesus that "his face shown like the sun," just as we 
learn later in Exodus 34 that "the skin of Moses' face shown because he had been talking 
with God." The parallels between the two stories are intended to show Jesus' continuity 
with Moses. Jesus is a prophet like Moses, but more than that, Jesus is the Son of God.   
 
Just prior to this mountaintop experience, Jesus had asked his disciples the question: 
"Who do you say that I am?" Peter answered, "You are the Messiah, the Son of the living 
God." In the story of the Transfiguration, Peter's confession is given divine 
confirmation: "This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him!" 
 
Norman Shanks, a pastor in the Church of Scotland, and a member of the Iona 
Community, writes that "mountain-top experiences are not just about views. They are 
about a different way of seeing things. . . . The experience . . . changes the shape of our 
perceptions, and may even change our sense of priorities." 
 
The mountaintop experiences of Moses and Jesus and his disciples did not include 
breathtaking vistas. The views they might have seen were obscured by clouds. 
Nevertheless, the experiences did give them a different way of seeing things. They did 
change the shape of their perceptions and change their sense of priorities. In the case of 
Moses on Mount Sinai, he would receive God’s law, which would give the people of 
Israel a whole new way of relating to God and to one another. In the case of the 
Transfiguration, Peter, James, and John now saw Jesus in a whole new light. He was no 
ordinary man. He belonged to the divine world, too. He was God’s Son, the Beloved. 
 
When we climb mountains in our lives, whether they be actual or metaphorical, we may 
find ourselves with our heads in the clouds, disoriented, not knowing which way to go. 
In those challenging moments, when we may feel anxious and afraid, let us take 
courage in the knowledge that we are not alone, that God is always present with us, and 



that God will support and uphold us. And may we remember that we always have the 
law of God to guide us and the light of Christ to illumine our way. 
 
Of course, the thing about mountaintop experiences is they all must come to an end. 
Eventually you have to climb back down the mountain (or take a tram) to the valley 
below and return to the mundane world of everyday life. In the case of Moses, he came 
down from Mount Sinai with the stone tablets of the covenant engraved by God only to 
find God's people worshiping a golden idol. In the case of Jesus and his disciples, they 
would resume their journey to Jerusalem, where Jesus would have to undergo great 
suffering and be killed before being raised on the third day. 
 
We walk that road to Jerusalem, along with Jesus and his disciples, as later this week 
we enter into the season of Lent, a period of 40 days and 6 Sundays, beginning on Ash 
Wednesday and culminating in Holy Week. It is a time for personal reflection and 
prayer, a time for soul-searching and spiritual redirection. It's a time for transformation, 
a time to turn our lives around and begin living in new ways, a time to renew our faith 
and recommit ourselves to following the way of Christ. 
 
But before we embark on that Lenten journey, the story of the Transfiguration of the 
Lord gives us a glimpse of where the journey will eventually end – not in death, but in 
new life, in the resurrection of Jesus Christ. The Transfiguration gives us strength for 
the journey, and hope for the future, a vision of transformation to hold before us as we 
seek to be transformed ourselves. Thanks be to God!  Amen. 
 


