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When have you been to the mountaintop? What have been those experiences in your life when you’ve sensed God’s 
presence clearly, or understood something of God’s goodness in a whole new way? When I think of mountaintop spiritual 
experiences in my own life, I always think of church camp. 
 

I started going to Camp Krislund the summer after 5th grade, and I loved it so much that I kept going every year all the way 
through senior high. Krislund is a Presbyterian camp in the woods in central Pennsylvania, not too far from State College – 
I know some of you know it. Weeks there were spent staying in some kind of rustic dwelling, whether platform tent or 
covered wagon, and included making your own dinner over a campfire, facing your fears on high ropes elements, spelunking 
in nearby limestone caves, and playing large group games with a hundred other kids on a huge open lawn.  
 

Camp was also a time for spiritual connection. We did a little bible study with the chaplain every day – I remember leaning 
up against a tree with my bible on my lap, contemplating holy mysteries. Every evening we had worship – it was my first time 
singing from a screen instead of a hymnal, arms around my cabin-mates, swaying to the sound of guitars as the night sky 
darkened and filled with a million stars. And back at our campsite afterward, fire relit, we asked question after question 
about what it all meant, while well-meaning college students, who I’m sure were full of their own questions, did their best to 
help us understand God’s plan for our lives. 
 

I always felt so close to God at camp. I would make promises to myself to keep it going, to try to hold onto that feeling by 
praying more, by paying more attention in church, by exchanging addresses with the other girls in my tent so we could write 
to each other for encouragement. And then inevitably I would go home and settle into the rhythm of the rest of the 
summer, and that feeling of closeness would fade, as would my resolve to read the Bible more or whatever else I had 
promised myself I would do. And then maybe because I have always been an overachiever, a feeling of guilt would set in, 
that I wasn’t better at practicing my faith on a daily basis. And the guilt was accompanied by a wistfulness, that the same 
spiritual intimacy I felt at camp was not available in the rest of my life. 
 

Now looking back on those experiences with the benefit of 20-something years of hindsight, my prevailing emotion is a 
different one – gratitude. Sure, the mountaintop experience didn’t last, but no mountaintop experience does. They’re not 
meant to. Instead I think about those weeks at camp and I am grateful that from a young age, I had regular experiences of 
connection to God and connection to my peers in Christian community. If I close my eyes, I can be back there around the 
campfire, sure of God’s love for me and in love with all of God’s creation. 
 

In our reading for today, the disciples have their own mountaintop spiritual experience, literally. Jesus takes Peter, James 
and John up to a high place to pray. As Jesus is praying, his clothes suddenly become dazzling white and his face changes in 
some way that Luke can’t quite describe other than to say it’s different than before. When Moses went up to the 
mountaintop in the Exodus passage Buddy read, his face became shiny, reflecting the light of God’s radiance. But what 
happens to Jesus is more than that – he is transformed, or to use the theological term, transfigured, not reflecting but 
radiating God’s glory. Suddenly Jesus is more than a man – the fullness of his divinity is revealed. 
 

He also gets some companions on the mountaintop: Moses and Elijah, revered figures of the faith, both long dead. Moses 
was remembered for receiving the law from God while he led God’s people out of slavery and through the wilderness; Elijah 
was remembered for his prophecy, continuing to share God’s word with God’s people while they strayed to worship other 
gods. These two paragons of faith appear, perhaps to reveal Jesus as the fulfilment of the law and the prophets.  
 

And more than simply showing up, they speak of what our translation calls Jesus’s “departure,” but what is in the original 
Greek Jesus’s exodus. Again, this ties Jesus to Moses, the leader of the liberating exodus of God’s people from Egypt. And it 
confirms what Jesus has recently told his disciples, that he will not be staying with them; that he will be killed, and after 
three days rise again. 
 

Naturally, Peter wants to stay here on the mountaintop – he proposes pitching tents for Jesus, Elijah and Moses. But instead 
a cloud covers all of them in darkness and the voice of God is heard, just as it was at Jesus’s baptism, saying, “This is my 
Son, my Chosen; listen to him!” And as abruptly as this revelatory spiritual experience began, it ends. Jesus, returned to his 
everyday human form, is left alone with his inner circle of disciples. I imagine that after the dazzling light of Jesus’s radiance 



and the thick darkness of the cloud and the rumbling of God’s voice, the ordinary quiet of the desolate mountaintop must 
have seemed especially empty. 
 

I wonder what Peter, James, and John understood about what had just happened to them. Luke reports that in those days 
they told no one any of the things they had seen. Maybe it felt too holy, too precious to share. Or maybe they just couldn’t 
make sense of this strange experience. Perhaps the meaning of it did not come into focus until after Jesus’s death and 
resurrection. 
 

The transfiguration is an ineffable mystery for us, too. Exactly how Jesus’s appearance changed, exactly what he talked about 
with Moses and Elijah, exactly what Luke means with his comment that the disciples were sleepy… we can’t, we won’t know 
much more about what exactly happened and what it all means until we ourselves pass into God’s glory.  
 

But I do think we can make sense of what this story is doing here. This mountaintop moment occurs at an inflection point 
in Luke’s gospel. Jesus has just had a conversation with his disciples about his identity. In that exchange, Peter correctly 
affirms that Jesus is the Messiah of God, and Jesus’s immediate response is to tell them for the first time that he will suffer, 
die and be raised. The road ahead will be difficult. If anyone wants to follow him, Jesus says, they must take up their cross 
daily and be willing to lose their lives for his sake. As soon as they learn this news, Peter, James and John go up the 
mountain with Jesus to experience his transfiguration. And just after they come down the mountain, Jesus sets his face 
toward Jerusalem, the place of his suffering and death. 
 

The transfiguration occurs just after Peter has confirmed that Jesus is the Messiah of God. Beyond knowing that 
intellectually, the revelation of Jesus’s glory on the mountaintop gives Peter and the other members of Jesus’s inner circle a 
visceral experience of that reality. They see Jesus in the fullness of his identity as the Son of God, fully human, fully divine. 
It gives them another way of knowing, an experience they can come back to, an image they can hold onto.  
 

They will need spiritual strength for the road ahead. As Jesus has told them, the next stage of his ministry will be full of 
challenges, full of suffering. It will culminate in his death on a cross at the hands of an oppressive empire, abetted by his 
own people. What grace to have the mountaintop experience of the transfiguration – a clear picture of Jesus’s glory, a 
confirmation of his true identity. Something to hold onto when the going gets rough. 
 

What experiences of God’s grace do you hold onto when the going gets rough? Times you knew God was with you; 
moments you felt deeply known, deeply loved; when God’s glory peeked through the ordinary, connecting heaven and 
earth? Maybe you too went to church camp as a kid. Maybe you think back to a retreat or a mission trip you participated in. 
Maybe it’s your wedding day, surrounded by a community of family and friends, or simply a Sunday in church when it felt 
like God was speaking directly to you. These are moments to be cherished, moments to give thanks for. And they are a deep 
well we can draw from when we face the challenges of life. Remembering when God has been with us in the past gives us 
hope that God will continue to be with us in the future. 
 

We can’t manufacture mountaintop experiences – they happen by God’s grace. But we can put ourselves in the way of them. 
We can carve out space in the cacophony of our modern lives to listen for God’s voice. We can gather with our community 
to serve others, that we may see God’s face in the face of our neighbors in need. And every week we can come together for 
worship, to sing God’s praises and to see God more clearly; to be filled with the comfort of God’s presence and sent out to 
serve with the power of God’s Spirit. Our weekly worship is a mini mountaintop, something to hold onto when the going 
gets rough. 
 

When Jesus and his disciples come down from the high place, they are immediately faced with a crowd full of people and a 
child in desperate need of healing. Nothing like instant confirmation that you’re not on the mountaintop anymore. I bet 
Peter wished he had managed to build those tents for Moses, Elijah and Jesus. Even Jesus is frustrated – how much longer 
do I have to deal with you people? he complains.  
 

But Jesus has work to do, healing to accomplish. And so do we. Jesus calls us to follow him, to participate in his mission to 
transform this broken world into a world where every living thing is well and full and whole and free. So while we’re here on 
our mini mountaintop, let’s soak up all we can of God’s goodness and grace. And then together, may we go out to serve, 
holding onto what we have experienced together here. 
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happens to Jesus is more than that – he is transformed, or to use the theological term, transfigured, not reflecting but 
radiating God’s glory. Suddenly Jesus is more than a man – the fullness of his divinity is revealed. 
 

He also gets some companions on the mountaintop: Moses and Elijah, revered figures of the faith, both long dead. Moses 
was remembered for receiving the law from God while he led God’s people out of slavery and through the wilderness; Elijah 
was remembered for his prophecy, continuing to share God’s word with God’s people while they strayed to worship other 
gods. These two paragons of faith appear, perhaps to reveal Jesus as the fulfilment of the law and the prophets.  
 

And more than simply showing up, they speak of what our translation calls Jesus’s “departure,” but what is in the original 
Greek Jesus’s exodus. Again, this ties Jesus to Moses, the leader of the liberating exodus of God’s people from Egypt. And it 
confirms what Jesus has recently told his disciples, that he will not be staying with them; that he will be killed, and after 
three days rise again. 
 

Naturally, Peter wants to stay here on the mountaintop – he proposes pitching tents for Jesus, Elijah and Moses. But instead 
a cloud covers all of them in darkness and the voice of God is heard, just as it was at Jesus’s baptism, saying, “This is my 
Son, my Chosen; listen to him!” And as abruptly as this revelatory spiritual experience began, it ends. Jesus, returned to his 
everyday human form, is left alone with his inner circle of disciples. I imagine that after the dazzling light of Jesus’s radiance 



and the thick darkness of the cloud and the rumbling of God’s voice, the ordinary quiet of the desolate mountaintop must 
have seemed especially empty. 
 

I wonder what Peter, James, and John understood about what had just happened to them. Luke reports that in those days 
they told no one any of the things they had seen. Maybe it felt too holy, too precious to share. Or maybe they just couldn’t 
make sense of this strange experience. Perhaps the meaning of it did not come into focus until after Jesus’s death and 
resurrection. 
 

The transfiguration is an ineffable mystery for us, too. Exactly how Jesus’s appearance changed, exactly what he talked about 
with Moses and Elijah, exactly what Luke means with his comment that the disciples were sleepy… we can’t, we won’t know 
much more about what exactly happened and what it all means until we ourselves pass into God’s glory.  
 

But I do think we can make sense of what this story is doing here. This mountaintop moment occurs at an inflection point 
in Luke’s gospel. Jesus has just had a conversation with his disciples about his identity. In that exchange, Peter correctly 
affirms that Jesus is the Messiah of God, and Jesus’s immediate response is to tell them for the first time that he will suffer, 
die and be raised. The road ahead will be difficult. If anyone wants to follow him, Jesus says, they must take up their cross 
daily and be willing to lose their lives for his sake. As soon as they learn this news, Peter, James and John go up the 
mountain with Jesus to experience his transfiguration. And just after they come down the mountain, Jesus sets his face 
toward Jerusalem, the place of his suffering and death. 
 

The transfiguration occurs just after Peter has confirmed that Jesus is the Messiah of God. Beyond knowing that 
intellectually, the revelation of Jesus’s glory on the mountaintop gives Peter and the other members of Jesus’s inner circle a 
visceral experience of that reality. They see Jesus in the fullness of his identity as the Son of God, fully human, fully divine. 
It gives them another way of knowing, an experience they can come back to, an image they can hold onto.  
 

They will need spiritual strength for the road ahead. As Jesus has told them, the next stage of his ministry will be full of 
challenges, full of suffering. It will culminate in his death on a cross at the hands of an oppressive empire, abetted by his 
own people. What grace to have the mountaintop experience of the transfiguration – a clear picture of Jesus’s glory, a 
confirmation of his true identity. Something to hold onto when the going gets rough. 
 

What experiences of God’s grace do you hold onto when the going gets rough? Times you knew God was with you; 
moments you felt deeply known, deeply loved; when God’s glory peeked through the ordinary, connecting heaven and 
earth? Maybe you too went to church camp as a kid. Maybe you think back to a retreat or a mission trip you participated in. 
Maybe it’s your wedding day, surrounded by a community of family and friends, or simply a Sunday in church when it felt 
like God was speaking directly to you. These are moments to be cherished, moments to give thanks for. And they are a deep 
well we can draw from when we face the challenges of life. Remembering when God has been with us in the past gives us 
hope that God will continue to be with us in the future. 
 

We can’t manufacture mountaintop experiences – they happen by God’s grace. But we can put ourselves in the way of them. 
We can carve out space in the cacophony of our modern lives to listen for God’s voice. We can gather with our community 
to serve others, that we may see God’s face in the face of our neighbors in need. And every week we can come together for 
worship, to sing God’s praises and to see God more clearly; to be filled with the comfort of God’s presence and sent out to 
serve with the power of God’s Spirit. Our weekly worship is a mini mountaintop, something to hold onto when the going 
gets rough. 
 

When Jesus and his disciples come down from the high place, they are immediately faced with a crowd full of people and a 
child in desperate need of healing. Nothing like instant confirmation that you’re not on the mountaintop anymore. I bet 
Peter wished he had managed to build those tents for Moses, Elijah and Jesus. Even Jesus is frustrated – how much longer 
do I have to deal with you people? he complains.  
 

But Jesus has work to do, healing to accomplish. And so do we. Jesus calls us to follow him, to participate in his mission to 
transform this broken world into a world where every living thing is well and full and whole and free. So while we’re here on 
our mini mountaintop, let’s soak up all we can of God’s goodness and grace. And then together, may we go out to serve, 
holding onto what we have experienced together here. 
 



Something to Hold Onto 
by Ellen Williams Hensle, 3/2/25 

 
When have you been to the mountaintop? What have been those experiences in your life when you’ve sensed God’s 
presence clearly, or understood something of God’s goodness in a whole new way? When I think of mountaintop spiritual 
experiences in my own life, I always think of church camp. 
 

I started going to Camp Krislund the summer after 5th grade, and I loved it so much that I kept going every year all the way 
through senior high. Krislund is a Presbyterian camp in the woods in central Pennsylvania, not too far from State College – 
I know some of you know it. Weeks there were spent staying in some kind of rustic dwelling, whether platform tent or 
covered wagon, and included making your own dinner over a campfire, facing your fears on high ropes elements, spelunking 
in nearby limestone caves, and playing large group games with a hundred other kids on a huge open lawn.  
 

Camp was also a time for spiritual connection. We did a little bible study with the chaplain every day – I remember leaning 
up against a tree with my bible on my lap, contemplating holy mysteries. Every evening we had worship – it was my first time 
singing from a screen instead of a hymnal, arms around my cabin-mates, swaying to the sound of guitars as the night sky 
darkened and filled with a million stars. And back at our campsite afterward, fire relit, we asked question after question 
about what it all meant, while well-meaning college students, who I’m sure were full of their own questions, did their best to 
help us understand God’s plan for our lives. 
 

I always felt so close to God at camp. I would make promises to myself to keep it going, to try to hold onto that feeling by 
praying more, by paying more attention in church, by exchanging addresses with the other girls in my tent so we could write 
to each other for encouragement. And then inevitably I would go home and settle into the rhythm of the rest of the 
summer, and that feeling of closeness would fade, as would my resolve to read the Bible more or whatever else I had 
promised myself I would do. And then maybe because I have always been an overachiever, a feeling of guilt would set in, 
that I wasn’t better at practicing my faith on a daily basis. And the guilt was accompanied by a wistfulness, that the same 
spiritual intimacy I felt at camp was not available in the rest of my life. 
 

Now looking back on those experiences with the benefit of 20-something years of hindsight, my prevailing emotion is a 
different one – gratitude. Sure, the mountaintop experience didn’t last, but no mountaintop experience does. They’re not 
meant to. Instead I think about those weeks at camp and I am grateful that from a young age, I had regular experiences of 
connection to God and connection to my peers in Christian community. If I close my eyes, I can be back there around the 
campfire, sure of God’s love for me and in love with all of God’s creation. 
 

In our reading for today, the disciples have their own mountaintop spiritual experience, literally. Jesus takes Peter, James 
and John up to a high place to pray. As Jesus is praying, his clothes suddenly become dazzling white and his face changes in 
some way that Luke can’t quite describe other than to say it’s different than before. When Moses went up to the 
mountaintop in the Exodus passage Buddy read, his face became shiny, reflecting the light of God’s radiance. But what 
happens to Jesus is more than that – he is transformed, or to use the theological term, transfigured, not reflecting but 
radiating God’s glory. Suddenly Jesus is more than a man – the fullness of his divinity is revealed. 
 

He also gets some companions on the mountaintop: Moses and Elijah, revered figures of the faith, both long dead. Moses 
was remembered for receiving the law from God while he led God’s people out of slavery and through the wilderness; Elijah 
was remembered for his prophecy, continuing to share God’s word with God’s people while they strayed to worship other 
gods. These two paragons of faith appear, perhaps to reveal Jesus as the fulfilment of the law and the prophets.  
 

And more than simply showing up, they speak of what our translation calls Jesus’s “departure,” but what is in the original 
Greek Jesus’s exodus. Again, this ties Jesus to Moses, the leader of the liberating exodus of God’s people from Egypt. And it 
confirms what Jesus has recently told his disciples, that he will not be staying with them; that he will be killed, and after 
three days rise again. 
 

Naturally, Peter wants to stay here on the mountaintop – he proposes pitching tents for Jesus, Elijah and Moses. But instead 
a cloud covers all of them in darkness and the voice of God is heard, just as it was at Jesus’s baptism, saying, “This is my 
Son, my Chosen; listen to him!” And as abruptly as this revelatory spiritual experience began, it ends. Jesus, returned to his 
everyday human form, is left alone with his inner circle of disciples. I imagine that after the dazzling light of Jesus’s radiance 



and the thick darkness of the cloud and the rumbling of God’s voice, the ordinary quiet of the desolate mountaintop must 
have seemed especially empty. 
 

I wonder what Peter, James, and John understood about what had just happened to them. Luke reports that in those days 
they told no one any of the things they had seen. Maybe it felt too holy, too precious to share. Or maybe they just couldn’t 
make sense of this strange experience. Perhaps the meaning of it did not come into focus until after Jesus’s death and 
resurrection. 
 

The transfiguration is an ineffable mystery for us, too. Exactly how Jesus’s appearance changed, exactly what he talked about 
with Moses and Elijah, exactly what Luke means with his comment that the disciples were sleepy… we can’t, we won’t know 
much more about what exactly happened and what it all means until we ourselves pass into God’s glory.  
 

But I do think we can make sense of what this story is doing here. This mountaintop moment occurs at an inflection point 
in Luke’s gospel. Jesus has just had a conversation with his disciples about his identity. In that exchange, Peter correctly 
affirms that Jesus is the Messiah of God, and Jesus’s immediate response is to tell them for the first time that he will suffer, 
die and be raised. The road ahead will be difficult. If anyone wants to follow him, Jesus says, they must take up their cross 
daily and be willing to lose their lives for his sake. As soon as they learn this news, Peter, James and John go up the 
mountain with Jesus to experience his transfiguration. And just after they come down the mountain, Jesus sets his face 
toward Jerusalem, the place of his suffering and death. 
 

The transfiguration occurs just after Peter has confirmed that Jesus is the Messiah of God. Beyond knowing that 
intellectually, the revelation of Jesus’s glory on the mountaintop gives Peter and the other members of Jesus’s inner circle a 
visceral experience of that reality. They see Jesus in the fullness of his identity as the Son of God, fully human, fully divine. 
It gives them another way of knowing, an experience they can come back to, an image they can hold onto.  
 

They will need spiritual strength for the road ahead. As Jesus has told them, the next stage of his ministry will be full of 
challenges, full of suffering. It will culminate in his death on a cross at the hands of an oppressive empire, abetted by his 
own people. What grace to have the mountaintop experience of the transfiguration – a clear picture of Jesus’s glory, a 
confirmation of his true identity. Something to hold onto when the going gets rough. 
 

What experiences of God’s grace do you hold onto when the going gets rough? Times you knew God was with you; 
moments you felt deeply known, deeply loved; when God’s glory peeked through the ordinary, connecting heaven and 
earth? Maybe you too went to church camp as a kid. Maybe you think back to a retreat or a mission trip you participated in. 
Maybe it’s your wedding day, surrounded by a community of family and friends, or simply a Sunday in church when it felt 
like God was speaking directly to you. These are moments to be cherished, moments to give thanks for. And they are a deep 
well we can draw from when we face the challenges of life. Remembering when God has been with us in the past gives us 
hope that God will continue to be with us in the future. 
 

We can’t manufacture mountaintop experiences – they happen by God’s grace. But we can put ourselves in the way of them. 
We can carve out space in the cacophony of our modern lives to listen for God’s voice. We can gather with our community 
to serve others, that we may see God’s face in the face of our neighbors in need. And every week we can come together for 
worship, to sing God’s praises and to see God more clearly; to be filled with the comfort of God’s presence and sent out to 
serve with the power of God’s Spirit. Our weekly worship is a mini mountaintop, something to hold onto when the going 
gets rough. 
 

When Jesus and his disciples come down from the high place, they are immediately faced with a crowd full of people and a 
child in desperate need of healing. Nothing like instant confirmation that you’re not on the mountaintop anymore. I bet 
Peter wished he had managed to build those tents for Moses, Elijah and Jesus. Even Jesus is frustrated – how much longer 
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die and be raised. The road ahead will be difficult. If anyone wants to follow him, Jesus says, they must take up their cross 
daily and be willing to lose their lives for his sake. As soon as they learn this news, Peter, James and John go up the 
mountain with Jesus to experience his transfiguration. And just after they come down the mountain, Jesus sets his face 
toward Jerusalem, the place of his suffering and death. 
 

The transfiguration occurs just after Peter has confirmed that Jesus is the Messiah of God. Beyond knowing that 
intellectually, the revelation of Jesus’s glory on the mountaintop gives Peter and the other members of Jesus’s inner circle a 
visceral experience of that reality. They see Jesus in the fullness of his identity as the Son of God, fully human, fully divine. 
It gives them another way of knowing, an experience they can come back to, an image they can hold onto.  
 

They will need spiritual strength for the road ahead. As Jesus has told them, the next stage of his ministry will be full of 
challenges, full of suffering. It will culminate in his death on a cross at the hands of an oppressive empire, abetted by his 
own people. What grace to have the mountaintop experience of the transfiguration – a clear picture of Jesus’s glory, a 
confirmation of his true identity. Something to hold onto when the going gets rough. 
 

What experiences of God’s grace do you hold onto when the going gets rough? Times you knew God was with you; 
moments you felt deeply known, deeply loved; when God’s glory peeked through the ordinary, connecting heaven and 
earth? Maybe you too went to church camp as a kid. Maybe you think back to a retreat or a mission trip you participated in. 
Maybe it’s your wedding day, surrounded by a community of family and friends, or simply a Sunday in church when it felt 
like God was speaking directly to you. These are moments to be cherished, moments to give thanks for. And they are a deep 
well we can draw from when we face the challenges of life. Remembering when God has been with us in the past gives us 
hope that God will continue to be with us in the future. 
 

We can’t manufacture mountaintop experiences – they happen by God’s grace. But we can put ourselves in the way of them. 
We can carve out space in the cacophony of our modern lives to listen for God’s voice. We can gather with our community 
to serve others, that we may see God’s face in the face of our neighbors in need. And every week we can come together for 
worship, to sing God’s praises and to see God more clearly; to be filled with the comfort of God’s presence and sent out to 
serve with the power of God’s Spirit. Our weekly worship is a mini mountaintop, something to hold onto when the going 
gets rough. 
 

When Jesus and his disciples come down from the high place, they are immediately faced with a crowd full of people and a 
child in desperate need of healing. Nothing like instant confirmation that you’re not on the mountaintop anymore. I bet 
Peter wished he had managed to build those tents for Moses, Elijah and Jesus. Even Jesus is frustrated – how much longer 
do I have to deal with you people? he complains.  
 

But Jesus has work to do, healing to accomplish. And so do we. Jesus calls us to follow him, to participate in his mission to 
transform this broken world into a world where every living thing is well and full and whole and free. So while we’re here on 
our mini mountaintop, let’s soak up all we can of God’s goodness and grace. And then together, may we go out to serve, 
holding onto what we have experienced together here. 
 



Something to Hold Onto 
by Ellen Williams Hensle, 3/2/25 

 
When have you been to the mountaintop? What have been those experiences in your life when you’ve sensed God’s 
presence clearly, or understood something of God’s goodness in a whole new way? When I think of mountaintop spiritual 
experiences in my own life, I always think of church camp. 
 

I started going to Camp Krislund the summer after 5th grade, and I loved it so much that I kept going every year all the way 
through senior high. Krislund is a Presbyterian camp in the woods in central Pennsylvania, not too far from State College – 
I know some of you know it. Weeks there were spent staying in some kind of rustic dwelling, whether platform tent or 
covered wagon, and included making your own dinner over a campfire, facing your fears on high ropes elements, spelunking 
in nearby limestone caves, and playing large group games with a hundred other kids on a huge open lawn.  
 

Camp was also a time for spiritual connection. We did a little bible study with the chaplain every day – I remember leaning 
up against a tree with my bible on my lap, contemplating holy mysteries. Every evening we had worship – it was my first time 
singing from a screen instead of a hymnal, arms around my cabin-mates, swaying to the sound of guitars as the night sky 
darkened and filled with a million stars. And back at our campsite afterward, fire relit, we asked question after question 
about what it all meant, while well-meaning college students, who I’m sure were full of their own questions, did their best to 
help us understand God’s plan for our lives. 
 

I always felt so close to God at camp. I would make promises to myself to keep it going, to try to hold onto that feeling by 
praying more, by paying more attention in church, by exchanging addresses with the other girls in my tent so we could write 
to each other for encouragement. And then inevitably I would go home and settle into the rhythm of the rest of the 
summer, and that feeling of closeness would fade, as would my resolve to read the Bible more or whatever else I had 
promised myself I would do. And then maybe because I have always been an overachiever, a feeling of guilt would set in, 
that I wasn’t better at practicing my faith on a daily basis. And the guilt was accompanied by a wistfulness, that the same 
spiritual intimacy I felt at camp was not available in the rest of my life. 
 

Now looking back on those experiences with the benefit of 20-something years of hindsight, my prevailing emotion is a 
different one – gratitude. Sure, the mountaintop experience didn’t last, but no mountaintop experience does. They’re not 
meant to. Instead I think about those weeks at camp and I am grateful that from a young age, I had regular experiences of 
connection to God and connection to my peers in Christian community. If I close my eyes, I can be back there around the 
campfire, sure of God’s love for me and in love with all of God’s creation. 
 

In our reading for today, the disciples have their own mountaintop spiritual experience, literally. Jesus takes Peter, James 
and John up to a high place to pray. As Jesus is praying, his clothes suddenly become dazzling white and his face changes in 
some way that Luke can’t quite describe other than to say it’s different than before. When Moses went up to the 
mountaintop in the Exodus passage Buddy read, his face became shiny, reflecting the light of God’s radiance. But what 
happens to Jesus is more than that – he is transformed, or to use the theological term, transfigured, not reflecting but 
radiating God’s glory. Suddenly Jesus is more than a man – the fullness of his divinity is revealed. 
 

He also gets some companions on the mountaintop: Moses and Elijah, revered figures of the faith, both long dead. Moses 
was remembered for receiving the law from God while he led God’s people out of slavery and through the wilderness; Elijah 
was remembered for his prophecy, continuing to share God’s word with God’s people while they strayed to worship other 
gods. These two paragons of faith appear, perhaps to reveal Jesus as the fulfilment of the law and the prophets.  
 

And more than simply showing up, they speak of what our translation calls Jesus’s “departure,” but what is in the original 
Greek Jesus’s exodus. Again, this ties Jesus to Moses, the leader of the liberating exodus of God’s people from Egypt. And it 
confirms what Jesus has recently told his disciples, that he will not be staying with them; that he will be killed, and after 
three days rise again. 
 

Naturally, Peter wants to stay here on the mountaintop – he proposes pitching tents for Jesus, Elijah and Moses. But instead 
a cloud covers all of them in darkness and the voice of God is heard, just as it was at Jesus’s baptism, saying, “This is my 
Son, my Chosen; listen to him!” And as abruptly as this revelatory spiritual experience began, it ends. Jesus, returned to his 
everyday human form, is left alone with his inner circle of disciples. I imagine that after the dazzling light of Jesus’s radiance 



and the thick darkness of the cloud and the rumbling of God’s voice, the ordinary quiet of the desolate mountaintop must 
have seemed especially empty. 
 

I wonder what Peter, James, and John understood about what had just happened to them. Luke reports that in those days 
they told no one any of the things they had seen. Maybe it felt too holy, too precious to share. Or maybe they just couldn’t 
make sense of this strange experience. Perhaps the meaning of it did not come into focus until after Jesus’s death and 
resurrection. 
 

The transfiguration is an ineffable mystery for us, too. Exactly how Jesus’s appearance changed, exactly what he talked about 
with Moses and Elijah, exactly what Luke means with his comment that the disciples were sleepy… we can’t, we won’t know 
much more about what exactly happened and what it all means until we ourselves pass into God’s glory.  
 

But I do think we can make sense of what this story is doing here. This mountaintop moment occurs at an inflection point 
in Luke’s gospel. Jesus has just had a conversation with his disciples about his identity. In that exchange, Peter correctly 
affirms that Jesus is the Messiah of God, and Jesus’s immediate response is to tell them for the first time that he will suffer, 
die and be raised. The road ahead will be difficult. If anyone wants to follow him, Jesus says, they must take up their cross 
daily and be willing to lose their lives for his sake. As soon as they learn this news, Peter, James and John go up the 
mountain with Jesus to experience his transfiguration. And just after they come down the mountain, Jesus sets his face 
toward Jerusalem, the place of his suffering and death. 
 

The transfiguration occurs just after Peter has confirmed that Jesus is the Messiah of God. Beyond knowing that 
intellectually, the revelation of Jesus’s glory on the mountaintop gives Peter and the other members of Jesus’s inner circle a 
visceral experience of that reality. They see Jesus in the fullness of his identity as the Son of God, fully human, fully divine. 
It gives them another way of knowing, an experience they can come back to, an image they can hold onto.  
 

They will need spiritual strength for the road ahead. As Jesus has told them, the next stage of his ministry will be full of 
challenges, full of suffering. It will culminate in his death on a cross at the hands of an oppressive empire, abetted by his 
own people. What grace to have the mountaintop experience of the transfiguration – a clear picture of Jesus’s glory, a 
confirmation of his true identity. Something to hold onto when the going gets rough. 
 

What experiences of God’s grace do you hold onto when the going gets rough? Times you knew God was with you; 
moments you felt deeply known, deeply loved; when God’s glory peeked through the ordinary, connecting heaven and 
earth? Maybe you too went to church camp as a kid. Maybe you think back to a retreat or a mission trip you participated in. 
Maybe it’s your wedding day, surrounded by a community of family and friends, or simply a Sunday in church when it felt 
like God was speaking directly to you. These are moments to be cherished, moments to give thanks for. And they are a deep 
well we can draw from when we face the challenges of life. Remembering when God has been with us in the past gives us 
hope that God will continue to be with us in the future. 
 

We can’t manufacture mountaintop experiences – they happen by God’s grace. But we can put ourselves in the way of them. 
We can carve out space in the cacophony of our modern lives to listen for God’s voice. We can gather with our community 
to serve others, that we may see God’s face in the face of our neighbors in need. And every week we can come together for 
worship, to sing God’s praises and to see God more clearly; to be filled with the comfort of God’s presence and sent out to 
serve with the power of God’s Spirit. Our weekly worship is a mini mountaintop, something to hold onto when the going 
gets rough. 
 

When Jesus and his disciples come down from the high place, they are immediately faced with a crowd full of people and a 
child in desperate need of healing. Nothing like instant confirmation that you’re not on the mountaintop anymore. I bet 
Peter wished he had managed to build those tents for Moses, Elijah and Jesus. Even Jesus is frustrated – how much longer 
do I have to deal with you people? he complains.  
 

But Jesus has work to do, healing to accomplish. And so do we. Jesus calls us to follow him, to participate in his mission to 
transform this broken world into a world where every living thing is well and full and whole and free. So while we’re here on 
our mini mountaintop, let’s soak up all we can of God’s goodness and grace. And then together, may we go out to serve, 
holding onto what we have experienced together here. 
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up against a tree with my bible on my lap, contemplating holy mysteries. Every evening we had worship – it was my first time 
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Son, my Chosen; listen to him!” And as abruptly as this revelatory spiritual experience began, it ends. Jesus, returned to his 
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and the thick darkness of the cloud and the rumbling of God’s voice, the ordinary quiet of the desolate mountaintop must 
have seemed especially empty. 
 

I wonder what Peter, James, and John understood about what had just happened to them. Luke reports that in those days 
they told no one any of the things they had seen. Maybe it felt too holy, too precious to share. Or maybe they just couldn’t 
make sense of this strange experience. Perhaps the meaning of it did not come into focus until after Jesus’s death and 
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with Moses and Elijah, exactly what Luke means with his comment that the disciples were sleepy… we can’t, we won’t know 
much more about what exactly happened and what it all means until we ourselves pass into God’s glory.  
 

But I do think we can make sense of what this story is doing here. This mountaintop moment occurs at an inflection point 
in Luke’s gospel. Jesus has just had a conversation with his disciples about his identity. In that exchange, Peter correctly 
affirms that Jesus is the Messiah of God, and Jesus’s immediate response is to tell them for the first time that he will suffer, 
die and be raised. The road ahead will be difficult. If anyone wants to follow him, Jesus says, they must take up their cross 
daily and be willing to lose their lives for his sake. As soon as they learn this news, Peter, James and John go up the 
mountain with Jesus to experience his transfiguration. And just after they come down the mountain, Jesus sets his face 
toward Jerusalem, the place of his suffering and death. 
 

The transfiguration occurs just after Peter has confirmed that Jesus is the Messiah of God. Beyond knowing that 
intellectually, the revelation of Jesus’s glory on the mountaintop gives Peter and the other members of Jesus’s inner circle a 
visceral experience of that reality. They see Jesus in the fullness of his identity as the Son of God, fully human, fully divine. 
It gives them another way of knowing, an experience they can come back to, an image they can hold onto.  
 

They will need spiritual strength for the road ahead. As Jesus has told them, the next stage of his ministry will be full of 
challenges, full of suffering. It will culminate in his death on a cross at the hands of an oppressive empire, abetted by his 
own people. What grace to have the mountaintop experience of the transfiguration – a clear picture of Jesus’s glory, a 
confirmation of his true identity. Something to hold onto when the going gets rough. 
 

What experiences of God’s grace do you hold onto when the going gets rough? Times you knew God was with you; 
moments you felt deeply known, deeply loved; when God’s glory peeked through the ordinary, connecting heaven and 
earth? Maybe you too went to church camp as a kid. Maybe you think back to a retreat or a mission trip you participated in. 
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We can carve out space in the cacophony of our modern lives to listen for God’s voice. We can gather with our community 
to serve others, that we may see God’s face in the face of our neighbors in need. And every week we can come together for 
worship, to sing God’s praises and to see God more clearly; to be filled with the comfort of God’s presence and sent out to 
serve with the power of God’s Spirit. Our weekly worship is a mini mountaintop, something to hold onto when the going 
gets rough. 
 

When Jesus and his disciples come down from the high place, they are immediately faced with a crowd full of people and a 
child in desperate need of healing. Nothing like instant confirmation that you’re not on the mountaintop anymore. I bet 
Peter wished he had managed to build those tents for Moses, Elijah and Jesus. Even Jesus is frustrated – how much longer 
do I have to deal with you people? he complains.  
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child in desperate need of healing. Nothing like instant confirmation that you’re not on the mountaintop anymore. I bet 
Peter wished he had managed to build those tents for Moses, Elijah and Jesus. Even Jesus is frustrated – how much longer 
do I have to deal with you people? he complains.  
 

But Jesus has work to do, healing to accomplish. And so do we. Jesus calls us to follow him, to participate in his mission to 
transform this broken world into a world where every living thing is well and full and whole and free. So while we’re here on 
our mini mountaintop, let’s soak up all we can of God’s goodness and grace. And then together, may we go out to serve, 
holding onto what we have experienced together here. 
 



Something to Hold Onto 
by Ellen Williams Hensle, 3/2/25 

 
When have you been to the mountaintop? What have been those experiences in your life when you’ve sensed God’s 
presence clearly, or understood something of God’s goodness in a whole new way? When I think of mountaintop spiritual 
experiences in my own life, I always think of church camp. 
 

I started going to Camp Krislund the summer after 5th grade, and I loved it so much that I kept going every year all the way 
through senior high. Krislund is a Presbyterian camp in the woods in central Pennsylvania, not too far from State College – 
I know some of you know it. Weeks there were spent staying in some kind of rustic dwelling, whether platform tent or 
covered wagon, and included making your own dinner over a campfire, facing your fears on high ropes elements, spelunking 
in nearby limestone caves, and playing large group games with a hundred other kids on a huge open lawn.  
 

Camp was also a time for spiritual connection. We did a little bible study with the chaplain every day – I remember leaning 
up against a tree with my bible on my lap, contemplating holy mysteries. Every evening we had worship – it was my first time 
singing from a screen instead of a hymnal, arms around my cabin-mates, swaying to the sound of guitars as the night sky 
darkened and filled with a million stars. And back at our campsite afterward, fire relit, we asked question after question 
about what it all meant, while well-meaning college students, who I’m sure were full of their own questions, did their best to 
help us understand God’s plan for our lives. 
 

I always felt so close to God at camp. I would make promises to myself to keep it going, to try to hold onto that feeling by 
praying more, by paying more attention in church, by exchanging addresses with the other girls in my tent so we could write 
to each other for encouragement. And then inevitably I would go home and settle into the rhythm of the rest of the 
summer, and that feeling of closeness would fade, as would my resolve to read the Bible more or whatever else I had 
promised myself I would do. And then maybe because I have always been an overachiever, a feeling of guilt would set in, 
that I wasn’t better at practicing my faith on a daily basis. And the guilt was accompanied by a wistfulness, that the same 
spiritual intimacy I felt at camp was not available in the rest of my life. 
 

Now looking back on those experiences with the benefit of 20-something years of hindsight, my prevailing emotion is a 
different one – gratitude. Sure, the mountaintop experience didn’t last, but no mountaintop experience does. They’re not 
meant to. Instead I think about those weeks at camp and I am grateful that from a young age, I had regular experiences of 
connection to God and connection to my peers in Christian community. If I close my eyes, I can be back there around the 
campfire, sure of God’s love for me and in love with all of God’s creation. 
 

In our reading for today, the disciples have their own mountaintop spiritual experience, literally. Jesus takes Peter, James 
and John up to a high place to pray. As Jesus is praying, his clothes suddenly become dazzling white and his face changes in 
some way that Luke can’t quite describe other than to say it’s different than before. When Moses went up to the 
mountaintop in the Exodus passage Buddy read, his face became shiny, reflecting the light of God’s radiance. But what 
happens to Jesus is more than that – he is transformed, or to use the theological term, transfigured, not reflecting but 
radiating God’s glory. Suddenly Jesus is more than a man – the fullness of his divinity is revealed. 
 

He also gets some companions on the mountaintop: Moses and Elijah, revered figures of the faith, both long dead. Moses 
was remembered for receiving the law from God while he led God’s people out of slavery and through the wilderness; Elijah 
was remembered for his prophecy, continuing to share God’s word with God’s people while they strayed to worship other 
gods. These two paragons of faith appear, perhaps to reveal Jesus as the fulfilment of the law and the prophets.  
 

And more than simply showing up, they speak of what our translation calls Jesus’s “departure,” but what is in the original 
Greek Jesus’s exodus. Again, this ties Jesus to Moses, the leader of the liberating exodus of God’s people from Egypt. And it 
confirms what Jesus has recently told his disciples, that he will not be staying with them; that he will be killed, and after 
three days rise again. 
 

Naturally, Peter wants to stay here on the mountaintop – he proposes pitching tents for Jesus, Elijah and Moses. But instead 
a cloud covers all of them in darkness and the voice of God is heard, just as it was at Jesus’s baptism, saying, “This is my 
Son, my Chosen; listen to him!” And as abruptly as this revelatory spiritual experience began, it ends. Jesus, returned to his 
everyday human form, is left alone with his inner circle of disciples. I imagine that after the dazzling light of Jesus’s radiance 



and the thick darkness of the cloud and the rumbling of God’s voice, the ordinary quiet of the desolate mountaintop must 
have seemed especially empty. 
 

I wonder what Peter, James, and John understood about what had just happened to them. Luke reports that in those days 
they told no one any of the things they had seen. Maybe it felt too holy, too precious to share. Or maybe they just couldn’t 
make sense of this strange experience. Perhaps the meaning of it did not come into focus until after Jesus’s death and 
resurrection. 
 

The transfiguration is an ineffable mystery for us, too. Exactly how Jesus’s appearance changed, exactly what he talked about 
with Moses and Elijah, exactly what Luke means with his comment that the disciples were sleepy… we can’t, we won’t know 
much more about what exactly happened and what it all means until we ourselves pass into God’s glory.  
 

But I do think we can make sense of what this story is doing here. This mountaintop moment occurs at an inflection point 
in Luke’s gospel. Jesus has just had a conversation with his disciples about his identity. In that exchange, Peter correctly 
affirms that Jesus is the Messiah of God, and Jesus’s immediate response is to tell them for the first time that he will suffer, 
die and be raised. The road ahead will be difficult. If anyone wants to follow him, Jesus says, they must take up their cross 
daily and be willing to lose their lives for his sake. As soon as they learn this news, Peter, James and John go up the 
mountain with Jesus to experience his transfiguration. And just after they come down the mountain, Jesus sets his face 
toward Jerusalem, the place of his suffering and death. 
 

The transfiguration occurs just after Peter has confirmed that Jesus is the Messiah of God. Beyond knowing that 
intellectually, the revelation of Jesus’s glory on the mountaintop gives Peter and the other members of Jesus’s inner circle a 
visceral experience of that reality. They see Jesus in the fullness of his identity as the Son of God, fully human, fully divine. 
It gives them another way of knowing, an experience they can come back to, an image they can hold onto.  
 

They will need spiritual strength for the road ahead. As Jesus has told them, the next stage of his ministry will be full of 
challenges, full of suffering. It will culminate in his death on a cross at the hands of an oppressive empire, abetted by his 
own people. What grace to have the mountaintop experience of the transfiguration – a clear picture of Jesus’s glory, a 
confirmation of his true identity. Something to hold onto when the going gets rough. 
 

What experiences of God’s grace do you hold onto when the going gets rough? Times you knew God was with you; 
moments you felt deeply known, deeply loved; when God’s glory peeked through the ordinary, connecting heaven and 
earth? Maybe you too went to church camp as a kid. Maybe you think back to a retreat or a mission trip you participated in. 
Maybe it’s your wedding day, surrounded by a community of family and friends, or simply a Sunday in church when it felt 
like God was speaking directly to you. These are moments to be cherished, moments to give thanks for. And they are a deep 
well we can draw from when we face the challenges of life. Remembering when God has been with us in the past gives us 
hope that God will continue to be with us in the future. 
 

We can’t manufacture mountaintop experiences – they happen by God’s grace. But we can put ourselves in the way of them. 
We can carve out space in the cacophony of our modern lives to listen for God’s voice. We can gather with our community 
to serve others, that we may see God’s face in the face of our neighbors in need. And every week we can come together for 
worship, to sing God’s praises and to see God more clearly; to be filled with the comfort of God’s presence and sent out to 
serve with the power of God’s Spirit. Our weekly worship is a mini mountaintop, something to hold onto when the going 
gets rough. 
 

When Jesus and his disciples come down from the high place, they are immediately faced with a crowd full of people and a 
child in desperate need of healing. Nothing like instant confirmation that you’re not on the mountaintop anymore. I bet 
Peter wished he had managed to build those tents for Moses, Elijah and Jesus. Even Jesus is frustrated – how much longer 
do I have to deal with you people? he complains.  
 

But Jesus has work to do, healing to accomplish. And so do we. Jesus calls us to follow him, to participate in his mission to 
transform this broken world into a world where every living thing is well and full and whole and free. So while we’re here on 
our mini mountaintop, let’s soak up all we can of God’s goodness and grace. And then together, may we go out to serve, 
holding onto what we have experienced together here. 
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promised myself I would do. And then maybe because I have always been an overachiever, a feeling of guilt would set in, 
that I wasn’t better at practicing my faith on a daily basis. And the guilt was accompanied by a wistfulness, that the same 
spiritual intimacy I felt at camp was not available in the rest of my life. 
 

Now looking back on those experiences with the benefit of 20-something years of hindsight, my prevailing emotion is a 
different one – gratitude. Sure, the mountaintop experience didn’t last, but no mountaintop experience does. They’re not 
meant to. Instead I think about those weeks at camp and I am grateful that from a young age, I had regular experiences of 
connection to God and connection to my peers in Christian community. If I close my eyes, I can be back there around the 
campfire, sure of God’s love for me and in love with all of God’s creation. 
 

In our reading for today, the disciples have their own mountaintop spiritual experience, literally. Jesus takes Peter, James 
and John up to a high place to pray. As Jesus is praying, his clothes suddenly become dazzling white and his face changes in 
some way that Luke can’t quite describe other than to say it’s different than before. When Moses went up to the 
mountaintop in the Exodus passage Buddy read, his face became shiny, reflecting the light of God’s radiance. But what 
happens to Jesus is more than that – he is transformed, or to use the theological term, transfigured, not reflecting but 
radiating God’s glory. Suddenly Jesus is more than a man – the fullness of his divinity is revealed. 
 

He also gets some companions on the mountaintop: Moses and Elijah, revered figures of the faith, both long dead. Moses 
was remembered for receiving the law from God while he led God’s people out of slavery and through the wilderness; Elijah 
was remembered for his prophecy, continuing to share God’s word with God’s people while they strayed to worship other 
gods. These two paragons of faith appear, perhaps to reveal Jesus as the fulfilment of the law and the prophets.  
 

And more than simply showing up, they speak of what our translation calls Jesus’s “departure,” but what is in the original 
Greek Jesus’s exodus. Again, this ties Jesus to Moses, the leader of the liberating exodus of God’s people from Egypt. And it 
confirms what Jesus has recently told his disciples, that he will not be staying with them; that he will be killed, and after 
three days rise again. 
 

Naturally, Peter wants to stay here on the mountaintop – he proposes pitching tents for Jesus, Elijah and Moses. But instead 
a cloud covers all of them in darkness and the voice of God is heard, just as it was at Jesus’s baptism, saying, “This is my 
Son, my Chosen; listen to him!” And as abruptly as this revelatory spiritual experience began, it ends. Jesus, returned to his 
everyday human form, is left alone with his inner circle of disciples. I imagine that after the dazzling light of Jesus’s radiance 



and the thick darkness of the cloud and the rumbling of God’s voice, the ordinary quiet of the desolate mountaintop must 
have seemed especially empty. 
 

I wonder what Peter, James, and John understood about what had just happened to them. Luke reports that in those days 
they told no one any of the things they had seen. Maybe it felt too holy, too precious to share. Or maybe they just couldn’t 
make sense of this strange experience. Perhaps the meaning of it did not come into focus until after Jesus’s death and 
resurrection. 
 

The transfiguration is an ineffable mystery for us, too. Exactly how Jesus’s appearance changed, exactly what he talked about 
with Moses and Elijah, exactly what Luke means with his comment that the disciples were sleepy… we can’t, we won’t know 
much more about what exactly happened and what it all means until we ourselves pass into God’s glory.  
 

But I do think we can make sense of what this story is doing here. This mountaintop moment occurs at an inflection point 
in Luke’s gospel. Jesus has just had a conversation with his disciples about his identity. In that exchange, Peter correctly 
affirms that Jesus is the Messiah of God, and Jesus’s immediate response is to tell them for the first time that he will suffer, 
die and be raised. The road ahead will be difficult. If anyone wants to follow him, Jesus says, they must take up their cross 
daily and be willing to lose their lives for his sake. As soon as they learn this news, Peter, James and John go up the 
mountain with Jesus to experience his transfiguration. And just after they come down the mountain, Jesus sets his face 
toward Jerusalem, the place of his suffering and death. 
 

The transfiguration occurs just after Peter has confirmed that Jesus is the Messiah of God. Beyond knowing that 
intellectually, the revelation of Jesus’s glory on the mountaintop gives Peter and the other members of Jesus’s inner circle a 
visceral experience of that reality. They see Jesus in the fullness of his identity as the Son of God, fully human, fully divine. 
It gives them another way of knowing, an experience they can come back to, an image they can hold onto.  
 

They will need spiritual strength for the road ahead. As Jesus has told them, the next stage of his ministry will be full of 
challenges, full of suffering. It will culminate in his death on a cross at the hands of an oppressive empire, abetted by his 
own people. What grace to have the mountaintop experience of the transfiguration – a clear picture of Jesus’s glory, a 
confirmation of his true identity. Something to hold onto when the going gets rough. 
 

What experiences of God’s grace do you hold onto when the going gets rough? Times you knew God was with you; 
moments you felt deeply known, deeply loved; when God’s glory peeked through the ordinary, connecting heaven and 
earth? Maybe you too went to church camp as a kid. Maybe you think back to a retreat or a mission trip you participated in. 
Maybe it’s your wedding day, surrounded by a community of family and friends, or simply a Sunday in church when it felt 
like God was speaking directly to you. These are moments to be cherished, moments to give thanks for. And they are a deep 
well we can draw from when we face the challenges of life. Remembering when God has been with us in the past gives us 
hope that God will continue to be with us in the future. 
 

We can’t manufacture mountaintop experiences – they happen by God’s grace. But we can put ourselves in the way of them. 
We can carve out space in the cacophony of our modern lives to listen for God’s voice. We can gather with our community 
to serve others, that we may see God’s face in the face of our neighbors in need. And every week we can come together for 
worship, to sing God’s praises and to see God more clearly; to be filled with the comfort of God’s presence and sent out to 
serve with the power of God’s Spirit. Our weekly worship is a mini mountaintop, something to hold onto when the going 
gets rough. 
 

When Jesus and his disciples come down from the high place, they are immediately faced with a crowd full of people and a 
child in desperate need of healing. Nothing like instant confirmation that you’re not on the mountaintop anymore. I bet 
Peter wished he had managed to build those tents for Moses, Elijah and Jesus. Even Jesus is frustrated – how much longer 
do I have to deal with you people? he complains.  
 

But Jesus has work to do, healing to accomplish. And so do we. Jesus calls us to follow him, to participate in his mission to 
transform this broken world into a world where every living thing is well and full and whole and free. So while we’re here on 
our mini mountaintop, let’s soak up all we can of God’s goodness and grace. And then together, may we go out to serve, 
holding onto what we have experienced together here. 
 



Something to Hold Onto 
by Ellen Williams Hensle, 3/2/25 
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I know some of you know it. Weeks there were spent staying in some kind of rustic dwelling, whether platform tent or 
covered wagon, and included making your own dinner over a campfire, facing your fears on high ropes elements, spelunking 
in nearby limestone caves, and playing large group games with a hundred other kids on a huge open lawn.  
 

Camp was also a time for spiritual connection. We did a little bible study with the chaplain every day – I remember leaning 
up against a tree with my bible on my lap, contemplating holy mysteries. Every evening we had worship – it was my first time 
singing from a screen instead of a hymnal, arms around my cabin-mates, swaying to the sound of guitars as the night sky 
darkened and filled with a million stars. And back at our campsite afterward, fire relit, we asked question after question 
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and the thick darkness of the cloud and the rumbling of God’s voice, the ordinary quiet of the desolate mountaintop must 
have seemed especially empty. 
 

I wonder what Peter, James, and John understood about what had just happened to them. Luke reports that in those days 
they told no one any of the things they had seen. Maybe it felt too holy, too precious to share. Or maybe they just couldn’t 
make sense of this strange experience. Perhaps the meaning of it did not come into focus until after Jesus’s death and 
resurrection. 
 

The transfiguration is an ineffable mystery for us, too. Exactly how Jesus’s appearance changed, exactly what he talked about 
with Moses and Elijah, exactly what Luke means with his comment that the disciples were sleepy… we can’t, we won’t know 
much more about what exactly happened and what it all means until we ourselves pass into God’s glory.  
 

But I do think we can make sense of what this story is doing here. This mountaintop moment occurs at an inflection point 
in Luke’s gospel. Jesus has just had a conversation with his disciples about his identity. In that exchange, Peter correctly 
affirms that Jesus is the Messiah of God, and Jesus’s immediate response is to tell them for the first time that he will suffer, 
die and be raised. The road ahead will be difficult. If anyone wants to follow him, Jesus says, they must take up their cross 
daily and be willing to lose their lives for his sake. As soon as they learn this news, Peter, James and John go up the 
mountain with Jesus to experience his transfiguration. And just after they come down the mountain, Jesus sets his face 
toward Jerusalem, the place of his suffering and death. 
 

The transfiguration occurs just after Peter has confirmed that Jesus is the Messiah of God. Beyond knowing that 
intellectually, the revelation of Jesus’s glory on the mountaintop gives Peter and the other members of Jesus’s inner circle a 
visceral experience of that reality. They see Jesus in the fullness of his identity as the Son of God, fully human, fully divine. 
It gives them another way of knowing, an experience they can come back to, an image they can hold onto.  
 

They will need spiritual strength for the road ahead. As Jesus has told them, the next stage of his ministry will be full of 
challenges, full of suffering. It will culminate in his death on a cross at the hands of an oppressive empire, abetted by his 
own people. What grace to have the mountaintop experience of the transfiguration – a clear picture of Jesus’s glory, a 
confirmation of his true identity. Something to hold onto when the going gets rough. 
 

What experiences of God’s grace do you hold onto when the going gets rough? Times you knew God was with you; 
moments you felt deeply known, deeply loved; when God’s glory peeked through the ordinary, connecting heaven and 
earth? Maybe you too went to church camp as a kid. Maybe you think back to a retreat or a mission trip you participated in. 
Maybe it’s your wedding day, surrounded by a community of family and friends, or simply a Sunday in church when it felt 
like God was speaking directly to you. These are moments to be cherished, moments to give thanks for. And they are a deep 
well we can draw from when we face the challenges of life. Remembering when God has been with us in the past gives us 
hope that God will continue to be with us in the future. 
 

We can’t manufacture mountaintop experiences – they happen by God’s grace. But we can put ourselves in the way of them. 
We can carve out space in the cacophony of our modern lives to listen for God’s voice. We can gather with our community 
to serve others, that we may see God’s face in the face of our neighbors in need. And every week we can come together for 
worship, to sing God’s praises and to see God more clearly; to be filled with the comfort of God’s presence and sent out to 
serve with the power of God’s Spirit. Our weekly worship is a mini mountaintop, something to hold onto when the going 
gets rough. 
 

When Jesus and his disciples come down from the high place, they are immediately faced with a crowd full of people and a 
child in desperate need of healing. Nothing like instant confirmation that you’re not on the mountaintop anymore. I bet 
Peter wished he had managed to build those tents for Moses, Elijah and Jesus. Even Jesus is frustrated – how much longer 
do I have to deal with you people? he complains.  
 

But Jesus has work to do, healing to accomplish. And so do we. Jesus calls us to follow him, to participate in his mission to 
transform this broken world into a world where every living thing is well and full and whole and free. So while we’re here on 
our mini mountaintop, let’s soak up all we can of God’s goodness and grace. And then together, may we go out to serve, 
holding onto what we have experienced together here. 
 



Something to Hold Onto 
by Ellen Williams Hensle, 3/2/25 

 
When have you been to the mountaintop? What have been those experiences in your life when you’ve sensed God’s 
presence clearly, or understood something of God’s goodness in a whole new way? When I think of mountaintop spiritual 
experiences in my own life, I always think of church camp. 
 

I started going to Camp Krislund the summer after 5th grade, and I loved it so much that I kept going every year all the way 
through senior high. Krislund is a Presbyterian camp in the woods in central Pennsylvania, not too far from State College – 
I know some of you know it. Weeks there were spent staying in some kind of rustic dwelling, whether platform tent or 
covered wagon, and included making your own dinner over a campfire, facing your fears on high ropes elements, spelunking 
in nearby limestone caves, and playing large group games with a hundred other kids on a huge open lawn.  
 

Camp was also a time for spiritual connection. We did a little bible study with the chaplain every day – I remember leaning 
up against a tree with my bible on my lap, contemplating holy mysteries. Every evening we had worship – it was my first time 
singing from a screen instead of a hymnal, arms around my cabin-mates, swaying to the sound of guitars as the night sky 
darkened and filled with a million stars. And back at our campsite afterward, fire relit, we asked question after question 
about what it all meant, while well-meaning college students, who I’m sure were full of their own questions, did their best to 
help us understand God’s plan for our lives. 
 

I always felt so close to God at camp. I would make promises to myself to keep it going, to try to hold onto that feeling by 
praying more, by paying more attention in church, by exchanging addresses with the other girls in my tent so we could write 
to each other for encouragement. And then inevitably I would go home and settle into the rhythm of the rest of the 
summer, and that feeling of closeness would fade, as would my resolve to read the Bible more or whatever else I had 
promised myself I would do. And then maybe because I have always been an overachiever, a feeling of guilt would set in, 
that I wasn’t better at practicing my faith on a daily basis. And the guilt was accompanied by a wistfulness, that the same 
spiritual intimacy I felt at camp was not available in the rest of my life. 
 

Now looking back on those experiences with the benefit of 20-something years of hindsight, my prevailing emotion is a 
different one – gratitude. Sure, the mountaintop experience didn’t last, but no mountaintop experience does. They’re not 
meant to. Instead I think about those weeks at camp and I am grateful that from a young age, I had regular experiences of 
connection to God and connection to my peers in Christian community. If I close my eyes, I can be back there around the 
campfire, sure of God’s love for me and in love with all of God’s creation. 
 

In our reading for today, the disciples have their own mountaintop spiritual experience, literally. Jesus takes Peter, James 
and John up to a high place to pray. As Jesus is praying, his clothes suddenly become dazzling white and his face changes in 
some way that Luke can’t quite describe other than to say it’s different than before. When Moses went up to the 
mountaintop in the Exodus passage Buddy read, his face became shiny, reflecting the light of God’s radiance. But what 
happens to Jesus is more than that – he is transformed, or to use the theological term, transfigured, not reflecting but 
radiating God’s glory. Suddenly Jesus is more than a man – the fullness of his divinity is revealed. 
 

He also gets some companions on the mountaintop: Moses and Elijah, revered figures of the faith, both long dead. Moses 
was remembered for receiving the law from God while he led God’s people out of slavery and through the wilderness; Elijah 
was remembered for his prophecy, continuing to share God’s word with God’s people while they strayed to worship other 
gods. These two paragons of faith appear, perhaps to reveal Jesus as the fulfilment of the law and the prophets.  
 

And more than simply showing up, they speak of what our translation calls Jesus’s “departure,” but what is in the original 
Greek Jesus’s exodus. Again, this ties Jesus to Moses, the leader of the liberating exodus of God’s people from Egypt. And it 
confirms what Jesus has recently told his disciples, that he will not be staying with them; that he will be killed, and after 
three days rise again. 
 

Naturally, Peter wants to stay here on the mountaintop – he proposes pitching tents for Jesus, Elijah and Moses. But instead 
a cloud covers all of them in darkness and the voice of God is heard, just as it was at Jesus’s baptism, saying, “This is my 
Son, my Chosen; listen to him!” And as abruptly as this revelatory spiritual experience began, it ends. Jesus, returned to his 
everyday human form, is left alone with his inner circle of disciples. I imagine that after the dazzling light of Jesus’s radiance 



and the thick darkness of the cloud and the rumbling of God’s voice, the ordinary quiet of the desolate mountaintop must 
have seemed especially empty. 
 

I wonder what Peter, James, and John understood about what had just happened to them. Luke reports that in those days 
they told no one any of the things they had seen. Maybe it felt too holy, too precious to share. Or maybe they just couldn’t 
make sense of this strange experience. Perhaps the meaning of it did not come into focus until after Jesus’s death and 
resurrection. 
 

The transfiguration is an ineffable mystery for us, too. Exactly how Jesus’s appearance changed, exactly what he talked about 
with Moses and Elijah, exactly what Luke means with his comment that the disciples were sleepy… we can’t, we won’t know 
much more about what exactly happened and what it all means until we ourselves pass into God’s glory.  
 

But I do think we can make sense of what this story is doing here. This mountaintop moment occurs at an inflection point 
in Luke’s gospel. Jesus has just had a conversation with his disciples about his identity. In that exchange, Peter correctly 
affirms that Jesus is the Messiah of God, and Jesus’s immediate response is to tell them for the first time that he will suffer, 
die and be raised. The road ahead will be difficult. If anyone wants to follow him, Jesus says, they must take up their cross 
daily and be willing to lose their lives for his sake. As soon as they learn this news, Peter, James and John go up the 
mountain with Jesus to experience his transfiguration. And just after they come down the mountain, Jesus sets his face 
toward Jerusalem, the place of his suffering and death. 
 

The transfiguration occurs just after Peter has confirmed that Jesus is the Messiah of God. Beyond knowing that 
intellectually, the revelation of Jesus’s glory on the mountaintop gives Peter and the other members of Jesus’s inner circle a 
visceral experience of that reality. They see Jesus in the fullness of his identity as the Son of God, fully human, fully divine. 
It gives them another way of knowing, an experience they can come back to, an image they can hold onto.  
 

They will need spiritual strength for the road ahead. As Jesus has told them, the next stage of his ministry will be full of 
challenges, full of suffering. It will culminate in his death on a cross at the hands of an oppressive empire, abetted by his 
own people. What grace to have the mountaintop experience of the transfiguration – a clear picture of Jesus’s glory, a 
confirmation of his true identity. Something to hold onto when the going gets rough. 
 

What experiences of God’s grace do you hold onto when the going gets rough? Times you knew God was with you; 
moments you felt deeply known, deeply loved; when God’s glory peeked through the ordinary, connecting heaven and 
earth? Maybe you too went to church camp as a kid. Maybe you think back to a retreat or a mission trip you participated in. 
Maybe it’s your wedding day, surrounded by a community of family and friends, or simply a Sunday in church when it felt 
like God was speaking directly to you. These are moments to be cherished, moments to give thanks for. And they are a deep 
well we can draw from when we face the challenges of life. Remembering when God has been with us in the past gives us 
hope that God will continue to be with us in the future. 
 

We can’t manufacture mountaintop experiences – they happen by God’s grace. But we can put ourselves in the way of them. 
We can carve out space in the cacophony of our modern lives to listen for God’s voice. We can gather with our community 
to serve others, that we may see God’s face in the face of our neighbors in need. And every week we can come together for 
worship, to sing God’s praises and to see God more clearly; to be filled with the comfort of God’s presence and sent out to 
serve with the power of God’s Spirit. Our weekly worship is a mini mountaintop, something to hold onto when the going 
gets rough. 
 

When Jesus and his disciples come down from the high place, they are immediately faced with a crowd full of people and a 
child in desperate need of healing. Nothing like instant confirmation that you’re not on the mountaintop anymore. I bet 
Peter wished he had managed to build those tents for Moses, Elijah and Jesus. Even Jesus is frustrated – how much longer 
do I have to deal with you people? he complains.  
 

But Jesus has work to do, healing to accomplish. And so do we. Jesus calls us to follow him, to participate in his mission to 
transform this broken world into a world where every living thing is well and full and whole and free. So while we’re here on 
our mini mountaintop, let’s soak up all we can of God’s goodness and grace. And then together, may we go out to serve, 
holding onto what we have experienced together here. 
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And more than simply showing up, they speak of what our translation calls Jesus’s “departure,” but what is in the original 
Greek Jesus’s exodus. Again, this ties Jesus to Moses, the leader of the liberating exodus of God’s people from Egypt. And it 
confirms what Jesus has recently told his disciples, that he will not be staying with them; that he will be killed, and after 
three days rise again. 
 

Naturally, Peter wants to stay here on the mountaintop – he proposes pitching tents for Jesus, Elijah and Moses. But instead 
a cloud covers all of them in darkness and the voice of God is heard, just as it was at Jesus’s baptism, saying, “This is my 
Son, my Chosen; listen to him!” And as abruptly as this revelatory spiritual experience began, it ends. Jesus, returned to his 
everyday human form, is left alone with his inner circle of disciples. I imagine that after the dazzling light of Jesus’s radiance 



and the thick darkness of the cloud and the rumbling of God’s voice, the ordinary quiet of the desolate mountaintop must 
have seemed especially empty. 
 

I wonder what Peter, James, and John understood about what had just happened to them. Luke reports that in those days 
they told no one any of the things they had seen. Maybe it felt too holy, too precious to share. Or maybe they just couldn’t 
make sense of this strange experience. Perhaps the meaning of it did not come into focus until after Jesus’s death and 
resurrection. 
 

The transfiguration is an ineffable mystery for us, too. Exactly how Jesus’s appearance changed, exactly what he talked about 
with Moses and Elijah, exactly what Luke means with his comment that the disciples were sleepy… we can’t, we won’t know 
much more about what exactly happened and what it all means until we ourselves pass into God’s glory.  
 

But I do think we can make sense of what this story is doing here. This mountaintop moment occurs at an inflection point 
in Luke’s gospel. Jesus has just had a conversation with his disciples about his identity. In that exchange, Peter correctly 
affirms that Jesus is the Messiah of God, and Jesus’s immediate response is to tell them for the first time that he will suffer, 
die and be raised. The road ahead will be difficult. If anyone wants to follow him, Jesus says, they must take up their cross 
daily and be willing to lose their lives for his sake. As soon as they learn this news, Peter, James and John go up the 
mountain with Jesus to experience his transfiguration. And just after they come down the mountain, Jesus sets his face 
toward Jerusalem, the place of his suffering and death. 
 

The transfiguration occurs just after Peter has confirmed that Jesus is the Messiah of God. Beyond knowing that 
intellectually, the revelation of Jesus’s glory on the mountaintop gives Peter and the other members of Jesus’s inner circle a 
visceral experience of that reality. They see Jesus in the fullness of his identity as the Son of God, fully human, fully divine. 
It gives them another way of knowing, an experience they can come back to, an image they can hold onto.  
 

They will need spiritual strength for the road ahead. As Jesus has told them, the next stage of his ministry will be full of 
challenges, full of suffering. It will culminate in his death on a cross at the hands of an oppressive empire, abetted by his 
own people. What grace to have the mountaintop experience of the transfiguration – a clear picture of Jesus’s glory, a 
confirmation of his true identity. Something to hold onto when the going gets rough. 
 

What experiences of God’s grace do you hold onto when the going gets rough? Times you knew God was with you; 
moments you felt deeply known, deeply loved; when God’s glory peeked through the ordinary, connecting heaven and 
earth? Maybe you too went to church camp as a kid. Maybe you think back to a retreat or a mission trip you participated in. 
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serve with the power of God’s Spirit. Our weekly worship is a mini mountaintop, something to hold onto when the going 
gets rough. 
 

When Jesus and his disciples come down from the high place, they are immediately faced with a crowd full of people and a 
child in desperate need of healing. Nothing like instant confirmation that you’re not on the mountaintop anymore. I bet 
Peter wished he had managed to build those tents for Moses, Elijah and Jesus. Even Jesus is frustrated – how much longer 
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and the thick darkness of the cloud and the rumbling of God’s voice, the ordinary quiet of the desolate mountaintop must 
have seemed especially empty. 
 

I wonder what Peter, James, and John understood about what had just happened to them. Luke reports that in those days 
they told no one any of the things they had seen. Maybe it felt too holy, too precious to share. Or maybe they just couldn’t 
make sense of this strange experience. Perhaps the meaning of it did not come into focus until after Jesus’s death and 
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challenges, full of suffering. It will culminate in his death on a cross at the hands of an oppressive empire, abetted by his 
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earth? Maybe you too went to church camp as a kid. Maybe you think back to a retreat or a mission trip you participated in. 
Maybe it’s your wedding day, surrounded by a community of family and friends, or simply a Sunday in church when it felt 
like God was speaking directly to you. These are moments to be cherished, moments to give thanks for. And they are a deep 
well we can draw from when we face the challenges of life. Remembering when God has been with us in the past gives us 
hope that God will continue to be with us in the future. 
 

We can’t manufacture mountaintop experiences – they happen by God’s grace. But we can put ourselves in the way of them. 
We can carve out space in the cacophony of our modern lives to listen for God’s voice. We can gather with our community 
to serve others, that we may see God’s face in the face of our neighbors in need. And every week we can come together for 
worship, to sing God’s praises and to see God more clearly; to be filled with the comfort of God’s presence and sent out to 
serve with the power of God’s Spirit. Our weekly worship is a mini mountaintop, something to hold onto when the going 
gets rough. 
 

When Jesus and his disciples come down from the high place, they are immediately faced with a crowd full of people and a 
child in desperate need of healing. Nothing like instant confirmation that you’re not on the mountaintop anymore. I bet 
Peter wished he had managed to build those tents for Moses, Elijah and Jesus. Even Jesus is frustrated – how much longer 
do I have to deal with you people? he complains.  
 

But Jesus has work to do, healing to accomplish. And so do we. Jesus calls us to follow him, to participate in his mission to 
transform this broken world into a world where every living thing is well and full and whole and free. So while we’re here on 
our mini mountaintop, let’s soak up all we can of God’s goodness and grace. And then together, may we go out to serve, 
holding onto what we have experienced together here. 
 


