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I saw a cartoon this week featuring a solitary Moses, on top of Mt. Sinai – the same 

scene described in our reading from Exodus. Only there’s a Valentine’s Day twist on the 

10 Commandments. 

Written on a heart-shaped stone tablet, God’s valentine to Moses and God’s people, 

like a giant conversation heart, are the following commandments: 

I. THOU SHALT HUG ME 

II. THOU SHALT KISS ME 

III.  THOU SHALT BE MINE 

IV. THOU ART CUTIE-PIE 

V. THOU ART HOT STUFF 

VI. ME + YOU 

VII. FOREVER 

VIII. THOU SHALT CALL ME 

IX. THOU ART ALL MINE 

X.  XOXO 
 

Cute, right? Funny. 

There’s another cartoon also depicting Moses. Again, alone on the mountaintop, and 

again, having just received the stone tablets with the 10 commandments. In this case, 

not heart-shaped. The caption reads: “So, basically, this is all about what YOU want?” 

Also funny, right?  

But in all seriousness, in all sincerity and in all faith, what God wants IS what we want, 

whether we realize it or not. Because what God wants is love. 

Love God, yes, the One, the Supreme Valentine, who loves you first. But remember, to 

love God IS to love our neighbors as we love ourselves.  Doing so is central, 

fundamental, to how we love God.  

As we have said, the 10 commandments, and the 613 commandments within Mosaic 

Law more broadly, are about putting love down on paper—or on stone, if you will. They 
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are an attempt to legalize love. They are an attempt to formalize the “love-ethic,” a 

framework more recently popularized by the work of bell hooks.  

We’re not talking here, of course, about the sometimes fleeting feeling of Valentine’s 

Day love. hooks advocates for love that’s about "standing in," not "falling for." hooks—

echoing God, no doubt, and echoing Jesus—insists on love, founded on self-love, as an 

intentional, actionable, transformative internal, interpersonal AND political force, with 

the power to challenge the cultural evil of “imperialist white-supremacist capitalist 

patriarchy”—all of which, of course, as we know, thrives on fear and domination.  

To love like THAT, to love like God does and desires, like Jesus did and desires, 

necessarily requires us, individually, to confront our own fear. Requires us, collectively, to 

confront our shared fear. 

As hooks writes, “The practice of love offers no place of safety. We risk loss, hurt, pain. 

We risk being acted upon by forces outside our control.”  

Which brings us to our reading from Matthew.  

In the story of Jesus’ transfiguration on the mountaintop, it’s so easy, so tempting, to get 

caught up in the scene. In the drama. The miraculous. The other-worldly. The 

supernatural. The light, the high, of it all.  

That’s what the three disciples—Peter, James and John—do. Right? Or at least that’s 

what they want to do.  

Upon witnessing Jesus’s physical transformation, his face shining the sun, his clothes 

bright as light; upon witnessing him suddenly, inexplicably, talking with Moses and Elijah, 

his prophetic forebears, their instinct is to stick around awhile.  

"Teacher, it is good for us to be here;” Peter exclaims, “if you wish, I will set up three tents 

here, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah."  

I think this is my favorite part of the story. Peter wants to go camping with Jesus. Peter 

wants to stay on the mountain top with Jesus and his friends. He and they had no way 

of knowing what was gonna happen up there when Jesus invited them—just the three 

of them—to come with him. But he, they, brought tents.  
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Jesus often went up to the mountains to pray, of course; modeling the need for 

balance, for self-care, for holistic retreat and renewal. But I don’t know how often he 

went up to stay the night.  

Transfiguration or not, Peter, the three lead disciples, wanted to go camping with Jesus. 

Maybe take a break from the crowds? Maybe take a break from all the walking from 

town to town? Maybe take a break from the growing commitment of all that Jesus was 

showing and teaching them.  

Remember that our reading begins with three words of transition, “Six days later.” As in, 

six days after Jesus lays out for his disciples the head-scratching, soul-demanding cost of 

discipleship. “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take 

up their cross and follow me.” 

“Teacher, it is good for us to be here.” It is good for us to be HERE. I mean, we have the 

tents and everything? I mean, you know, if you’re cool with it? 

But Jesus doesn’t have time to respond. While Peter was still speaking, we’re told, a 

bright cloud overshadows them all. Like the cloud Moses saw covering Mt. Sinai—for six 

days, before God’s creative voice was finally heard on the seventh. The cloud which 

Moses enters in order to hear the voice of God.  

So first the cloud, and then a voice. THE voice, the voice of God, echoing on this 

mountaintop the words offered first at Jesus’ baptism, when the Spirit descended on 

Jesus like a dove: “This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased.” 

The voice of God brings this dramatic, miraculous, other-worldly, supernatural light show 

down to its essence: love. Your love starts with mine.  

But the voice of God goes further than it did at Jesus’ baptism. “This is my Son, the 

Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him!” Listen to him. Listen to him because 

in hearing his voice, his instruction, his teaching, his love, you are hearing mine.  

“If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross 

and follow me.” 
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But in that moment, the disciples are in no position to listen, much less to follow. When 

they heard this voice of God, “they fell to the ground and were overcome by fear.” We 

don’t know why exactly, but I suspect it has everything to do with that last little bit: listen 

to him. 

From the “high” of transfiguration, Peter and his fellow disciples come crashing down to 

the “low”—at least temporarily—of realization. Jesus isn’t messing around. Jesus is 

serious as love. I think they are afraid of what that means for them, will mean for them, 

as those who have left literally everything and everyone behind to follow him. They are 

afraid of the cost, the risk, of discipleship. They are afraid of the cost, the risk, of love. 

But in their fear we get Jesus’ response to Peter’s suggestion to set up camp. This, not 

the Transfiguration itself, is the heart of the story.  

He first comes and touches them. This is no small detail, right? Jesus comes to them and 

comforts them, physically expressing his compassion for them. Behind this simple 

gesture, I hear something like, “I get it. I know you’re afraid. It’s OK.” And then his actual 

words, “Get up and do not be afraid.”  

“Up and at ‘em’” is what my dad would say, you know, when I was still in bed on a 

Saturday morning, when the last thing I wanted to do was get up. And the VERY last 

thing I wanted to do was get up and do chores. 

“Up and at ‘em’” 

“Get up and do not be afraid.” Jesus is no dummy. Again, I believe that Jesus very 

much gets the disciples’ fear, gets that they are afraid, gets WHY they are afraid. And 

so I also believe that telling them NOT to be afraid is NOT in any way meant to belittle or 

dismiss their fear.  

Not like, sometimes, when Amy, say, is feeling anxious or overwhelmed about 

something. And instead of listening, first, to how she’s feeling, I skip right ahead to 

problem-solving mode and quickly propose a list of reasons why she shouldn’t feel 

anxious or overwhelmed, or worse, I think, ways she can feel less anxious or less 

overwhelmed. In essence, in function, if not in words, “Don’t be anxious. Don’t be 

overwhelmed.”  
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Not helpful. At least not at first. But I don’t believe for a second that that’s what Jesus is 

doing here. I see comfort in Jesus’ gentle approach and gentle touch. And I see 

encouragement—not an order—in Jesus’ words to get up and not be afraid.  

Get up. You don’t have to be afraid. But, but, but, EVEN if you are, get up anyway. 

Even if you don’t want to, if it’s the last thing you want to do, get up anyway. Up and at 

‘em, because, as hooks again writes, “The practice of love offers no place of safety. We 

risk loss, hurt, pain. We risk being acted upon by forces outside our control.”  

Ride the high, but it’s time to go low, Jesus says. And note here, in the story, that Moses 

and Elijah are gone. It’s just Jesus and his three disciples. His three intrepid would-be 

followers. 

Get up, AFRAID OR NOT, and let’s head back down this mountain together and see 

and, yes, risk, what love can do in the valley. In the desert. In the wilderness. In the 

varied landscapes of Lent, as we will be exploring beginning next Sunday.  

The poet, artist and cartoonist, Michael Leunig, suggests that:   

There are only two feelings. Love and fear. 

There are only two languages. Love and fear. 

There are only two activities. Love and fear. 

There are only two motives, two procedures, two frameworks, two results. 

Love and fear. 
 

In Jesus’ words to his disciples, “Get up and do not be afraid,” I hear him saying to all of 

us, “Choose love, not fear.” I hear him saying, “Get up, go down the mountain with me, 

and choose love.” Not just the sometimes fleeting, Valentine’s Day FEELING of it, but the 

LANGUAGE of it. The ACTIVITY of it. The MOTIVES of it. The PROCEDURES of it. The 

FRAMEWORKS of it. The RESULTS of it.  

Pursue love as both means and end, for yourself and each other, like YOUR life and 

EVERY life depends on it. That’s what it means to love God. That’s what it means, per 

the actual first commandment, to have no other gods—including fear—before God. 

That’s what it means to make God your valentine, knowing that you are already God’s. 
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I also hear in Jesus’ words the famous words of another poet, and activist, Audre Lorde: 

“When I dare to be powerful, to use my strength in the service of my vision, then it 

becomes less and less important whether I am afraid.”  

Up and at ‘em.  

May it be so. 


