“What Do We Need to Climb a Mountain?”

Mark 9:2-10

First Presbyterian Church

The Reverend Donald E. Ray

February 19, 2012

Transfiguration of the Lord Sunday

There is a television advertisement for a credit card that begins with a young woman talking about plans with her boy friend.  An engagement ring is in consideration, but she has another stone in mind.  The concluding scene is of the young woman taking her final steps climbing to the pinnacle of a rock peak.  The first time I saw the commercial, I could feel my heart beat faster as she scaled the rock and stood atop that tiny platform.  I could see the nothingness between her and the rocks below.  I could feel the wind that had to be buffeting at that altitude.  Were it not that I am totally convinced the picture is all camera angle with pre-recorded scenery playing on a screen behind her, I would need look away, even leave the room.

Nearly two decades ago I re-shingled the roof on our house.  I began at the back, working on the roof, stripping the old shingles, rolling out new roofing paper and nailing down the new shingles.  That back corner of the house is two stories off the ground.  I am not totally afraid of heights.  I have climbed ladders, walked roofs numerous times.  But, today, the thought of being on that corner of our house roof gives me chills.
As with many TV commercials, I’m not sure about the point of this advertisement.  I suppose it is that one can do anything, even climb a mountain by charging - the shoes, rope, travel and accommodations, hiring the guides - all on credit. But the no cost plan only gets you to the bottom of the range.  To go up the mountain, I sense from those who scale the tallest, requires a dream and determination that sometimes seems to make no sense.  It requires courage - nerve perhaps bordering on foolhardiness, energy and endurance, and trust in those who know the way and provide the support.
The story line pervading Mark’s Gospel is that the disciples of Jesus really didn’t get what he was about.  The Gospel concludes with Jesus upbraiding the eleven for their lack of faith and stubbornness, because they had not believed those who saw him after he had risen. (Mark 16:14)  On this mountain in today’s reading, Peter wants to set up camp to preserve the moment in history - to institutionalize Jesus’ place along with the Moses and Elijah, the Law, and the prophets.  Jesus was about getting up the mountain, experiencing the moment, something he evidently did frequently, and then going back down again.  The disciples were terrified, not of the climb or the height, but of that moment at the mountain top.

Tackling a mountain, skiing its slopes, climbing the rocky crags to its peak, yields an exhilarating sense of accomplishment.  There are a lot of experiences in life from which there is gratification in what we have done.  But there is something about being at the top of the mountain.  In the nearby Adirondacks, there are 46 identified high peaks.  There’s a club of yjose who set out to and have achieved the goal of climbing all 46.  On one of our visits there, we climbed to the top of White Face. Most of the way, we ‘climbed’ by SUV, only hiking the last few hundred feet.  We couldn’t claim much sense of accomplishment.  But the view, the vision - inspiring, humbling, exhilarating; from the pinnacle of that corner of the world was a Mountain Top experience.  Unforgettable!

That view from the top of a mountain translates to the metaphor of a faith ‘Mountain Top’ experience.  The Mount of Transfiguration story tells of a “shining Jesus.”  The Gospels almost nonchalantly indicate several times that Jesus went off to himself, up to the hills, to pray.  One could imagine that for him his glowing in the Spirit of God was natural.  The difference this time was that he took Peter and James and John with him.  He had talked with them six days earlier about his suffering and death.  The time was ripe.  Perhaps they would ‘get it’ if he took them up the high mountain with him to experience what he experienced that kept him going in his faith walk.
But they didn’t get it.  They had the energy to climb.  They had the nerve and the nimbleness of foot to traverse the narrow ledges.  But at the vision, the transformation/transfiguration, they were terrified.

In the Gospels, connecting with Jesus always meant transformation.  In Matthew’s story, wise men came to worship the new born king and went home a different way.  A paralyzed man was carried to Jesus, and left walking, told to sin no more.  Nicodemus came with all the answers, well almost all, and learned and evidently accepted a rebirth in the Spirit.  Peter and James and John had been called to leave their boats to follow Jesus and ‘fish’ for humanity.  They left and followed, but atop the mountain, faced with the next step, they were terrified.

A little more than three decades ago, I came to Jamestown to interview at WCA for a chaplain position.  I had been on sabbatical for a year of study, had extended that by a leave to explore a possible transition from church pastor to chaplain.  The position at WCA was everything I had dreamed of and returning home, I waited to be notified that all the details had been completed and a starting date set.

But I didn’t just wait.  I checked out, feverishly, similar possibilities nearer my Pennsylvania home.  I considered appointment as pastor at one of the open churches.  I told myself that there was some uncertainty that WCA could get everything they needed together and I shouldn’t leave all my eggs in one basket.
In my meditation and prayer, I had been up the high mountain and had seen the shining of the opportunity open before me.  But, I realized I was terrified.  My roots were still in the soil on Highspire Road in Chester County and I wasn’t sure they could stretch 300 miles.  I was in with Moses and Elijah where I was.  Maybe I should pitch my tent with Jesus there.  But on the mountain top, it was about listening to the Christ to prepare for the 300 mile trek down again.

What do we need to climb a mountain?  Courage.  Not just the nerve to walk the narrow ledges and cling to the treacherous rock faces.  The courage to see the vision at the peak; the vision that makes one never the same again.  The vision that is the splendor of the panorama of nature that moved the Psalmist to exclaim:

I lift up my eyes to the hills—

From where will my help come?

My help comes from the Lord,

Who made heaven and earth.

                                                    (Psalm 121:1-2)

The vision that is the Christ, that when we listen, we hear the radical life Jesus unfolded:

Blessed are the poor in spirit,

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,

Blessed are the merciful,

Blessed are the peacemakers,

                                                       (Matthew 5:3-9)

It takes courage to climb a mountain because we can never come down the same person we were when we went up.  We need humility to climb a mountain.  We may boast of the strength and stamina, the nerves of steel for traversing the treacherous places, the determination to keep going through exhaustion and harsh climate, but we cannot brag of the view from the peak.  The prophet Micah finds in answer to his question:
With what shall I come before the Lord, . . .?

He has told you, O Mortal, what is good;

and what does the Lord require of you

but to do justice, and to love kindness,

And to walk humbly with your God?

                                                         (Micah 6:6-8)

One can feel small and insignificant against the grandeur at the peak of a mountain, but self depreciation is not humility.  Micah was right.  We are at our finest and our best when we walk with and live in God.  The only way we do that is humbly.

It takes trust to climb a mountain.  To climb the really high peaks is usually a community effort.  Those who have gone before chart the course, the guides and team keep the climbers on track, provide the supplies, advise on status and conditions.  Trust is essential.
We live in a social and religious climate where Jesus has become a questionable character.  We know enough, though, of the stories and claims to suspect the origin and authenticity of at least some.  Climbing a mountain, sometimes one needs to jump from one ledge to another because there is no footing between.  Trusting that there is enough in our experience of Jesus and our walk in God that the Christ is leading us up the high mountain, we take the leap of faith.  That is trust.

Two times in this past week I have heard Josh Groban singing, “You Raise Me Up.”

When I am down and, oh my soul, so weary;

When troubles come and my heart burdened be;

Then, I am still and wait here in the silence,

Until you come and sit a while with me.

You raise me up, so I can stand on mountains;

You raise me up, to walk on stormy seas;

I am strong, when I am on your shoulders;

You raise me up. . .To more than I can be.

There is no life – no life without its hunger;

Each restless heart beats so imperfectly;

But when you come and I am filled with wonder,

Sometimes, I think I glimpse eternity.
You raise me up, so I can stand on mountains;

You raise me up, to walk on stormy seas;

I am strong, when I am on your shoulders;

You raise me up. . .To more than I can be.

The transfiguration of Jesus is secondary to the story.  As they were coming down, he told Peter and James and John not to say anything about that.  The story is about the mountain, and climbing with the Christ and the vision at the peak.

Amen.
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