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If you read the sequel of a story without having read the original you can still appreciate the 
story for what it is. But without the background, the history, the symbolism of the original 
story you miss some of the nuance, the layering, and the meaning.  You can read the second 
Harry Potter story and enjoy it, but you won’t appreciate Harry’s complex history, his family 
background, or the foundations of his friendships. Or movie sequels like Back to the Future II, 
a good movie on its own, but when you give Michael J. Fox hover boards and power-lacing 
Nike’s to the continued race against the clock and you have raised the stakes.  Or for those 
of you a bit higher brow, if you read the passionate St. Crispin’s day speech in Shakespeare’s, 
Henry V without knowing the history of Henry’s transformation from wild prince Hal in the 
earlier story, into inspirational King Henry, then the speech loses some of its meaning.  
Some biblical scholars believe today’s text from Matthew 17, the transfiguration of Christ, is 
a great sequel to the story of Moses on Mount Sinai. If you do not remember or have not 
heard the story of Moses and his ascent up the mountain with God, then you will not see the 
full picture when you read about Jesus climbing the mountain with a few of his disciples.   
 
When we look at the similarities, we come to realize God is building on a story that started 
generations before the life of Jesus.  Moses was called up the mountain to meet God, there 
God’s presence is known, and Moses is changed by the experience. On the mountain, God 
pulls out all the stops—thunder and lightening, trumpets blaring, fire blazing, and thick 
clouds billowing.  In the sequel, Jesus goes up the mountain with Peter, James, and John. 
There God’s presence is known, and Jesus is changed by the experience.  On the mountain, 
God pulls out all the stops: the dazzling robe of Jesus, his face shining like the sun, the 
appearance of Moses and Elijah.   
 
Both of these stories are mysterious and other worldly, on those mountains strange things 
happened.  God showed up and God made a statement.  But those mountaintop experiences 
were not for the fortification of Moses or Jesus.  Moses’ faith was strong and his 
communication with God was constant—but his followers were not so steely in their 
convictions.  Jesus’ faith was unshaken and his connection with God was intimate—but his 
followers were doubtful and wavering in their loyalties.  What happened on the mountains 
was for the people down below.  In Moses’ transfiguration story and its sequel God shows 
up to make a point—the point is that God has been and God will be for and with God’s 
people.  When you have read the original and then the sequel, the message is just that much 
more compelling.   
 
When the Israelites saw those clouds cover that mountain and they heard the storms and felt 
the ground shaking and then Moses came down from that mountain and they saw his face 
strangely shining—they knew right then and there God was in their midst, God had given 
them a leader, they were being guided by one who was great and holy. They needed this 
assurance because they were about to enter into 40 years of wandering in the wilderness 
where they needed to know God would provide for them with food and water, and protect 
them from their enemies, and never let them be alone. That holy mountaintop experience 
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was meant to sustain them in the dark valley of the wilderness that was soon coming to 
them. 
 
Similarly, Peter, James, and John witnessed remarkable things with Jesus on that mountain, 
they saw the appearance of Moses and Elijah, they saw Jesus in dazzling white, they literally 
heard the voice of God say, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with him I am well pleased, listen 
to him.”  Those disciples on the mountain could see the intimate connection between God 
and Jesus and the power behind it.  Unlike Moses’ mountaintop experience when God was 
hidden in the cloud, the disciples realized God was visibly revealed to them in Christ.  God 
spoke and said, “Jesus is my Son, my beloved.”  This was God’s flesh and blood, God’s 
incarnation on earth; they were seeing God face to face in Jesus Christ.  The disciples needed 
this experience if they were to be Christ’s witnesses in the days to come.  Because the days to 
come were going to be dark—they were heading into the terrifying time of the passion of 
Christ. The one they had seen dazzling white, would be stripped, and tortured, and killed and 
their faith would be shaken to its core. 
 
I suppose this is why each year on the Sunday before Lent we read these amazing stories—as 
a reminder to us as followers of God, of the magnificent and powerful presence of our God.  
We are about to embark, starting this Wednesday, into a time of spiritual wilderness, where 
we will think about temptations, and fears, and brokenness, and mortality.  Some of you are 
thinking, hey Camille, I don’t need Lent to get me into a wilderness season—that is my life 
right now.  I know that some of you are already in hard chapters—times of testing—seasons 
of waiting.  I know that and I hear that and so even more so this story is for you.  This story 
of mystery and wonder and holiness, is meant to provide fuel for seasons of longing and 
wandering and questioning. Because if you can remember how amazing and powerful and 
present God was on that mountaintop then the valley won’t seem quite so desperate.   
 
C.S. Lewis writes a final word from Aslan the lion in The Chronicles of Narnia, “Here on the 
mountain I have spoken to you clearly. I will not often do so down in Narnia. Here on the 
mountain, the air is clear and your mind is clear; as you drop down into Narnia, the air will 
thicken. Take great care that it does not confuse your mind. And the signs, which you have 
learned here, will not look at all as you expect them to look, when you meet them there.  
That is why it is so important to know them by heart and pay no attention to appearances.  
Remember the signs and believe the signs. Nothing else matters.” God prepares us in the 
high and holy and transcendent moments of our lives to endure the rest of it—the world 
where the air is thicker, the temptations stronger, the evidence of God less apparent, and the 
darkness of the world more prevalent. The mountain was a way for God to equip his 
followers for our own sacred journeys, knowing we would have our own times in the 
shadowy valleys of life where we would need something to get us through.  “Remember the 
signs and believe the signs. Nothing else matters.”   
 
The times when I have stood at the summit of a mountain I have been filled with awe and 
wonder for God’s creation and then very soon thereafter I begin to fill with dread and much 
more creaturely thoughts realizing that the only place to go from the top is down.  I have 
this tiny rock that I took from the summit of Grand Teton mountain (yes, I am sure it is 
illegal to take rocks out of national parks) but this rock is a sign for me of a mountain top, a 
time when I was in peak physical form (unlike my current physical condition); I was on top 
of the world in more ways than one. The rock is a sign of those things that happened in 
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what feels like a lifetime ago. I bet Peter, James, and John all lined their pockets with rocks 
on their way back down that mountain just to prove to themselves they had been there and 
it all had happened, and God in Jesus Christ had been their friend and they had seen God in 
him.   
 
God came into the world in the form of Jesus Christ, fully human to walk and talk and touch 
and weep alongside us. Yet Jesus was also fully divine so he could shine dazzling light upon 
us and lead us towards the Promised Land. Christ on that mountaintop was glorified so that 
his followers would see the signs and believe the signs and persevere in the days to come.   
Christ on the mountaintop proved once again, Immanuel, God is with us.  And as the story 
continued, Christ did not remain on that mountain but descended with his followers into the 
murky land below where his fate was certain; his death was imminent, yet his calling was 
confirmed. He was called to bring light and life to us—so that we might not be alone and we 
might not be afraid.  Let us not forget what God has done for us in sending Christ into our 
midst: praise God for it when you are in the mountaintops of your lives and cling to it when 
you are wandering in the shadowy valleys.   
 
Your own story of life and faith is a sequel to Christ’s magnificent story.  If you remember 
all God has done for the people Israel, and all Christ did for his followers, then you will see 
how your own tales and trials and temptations have a rich thread of God’s faithfulness 
woven throughout. Your own story is a continuation of God’s story of deep and abiding 
love for God’s people. We can believe in this love, when we are in the valley only, if we 
remember the original story of good news from the mountaintop. From the people in the 
time of Moses, to the people in the time of Jesus, and to us today, we see time and time 
again, story after story that God is for us, God is with us, and God is on our side. 
 
Amen. 


