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Stuff happens on the tops of mountains in the Bible.  Abraham is commanded to take his son 
Isaac up a mountain to worship and is tested in his faith.  Moses gets face-time with God on Mt 
Sinai and receives the Ten Commandments there—twice. Elijah does battle with the prophets 
of Baal on Mt. Carmel, to see which is the “real god”—spoiler alert—God wins.  And Jesus has 
this moment with his inner circle when he turns shining white and they all hear God affirm that 
Jesus is God’s son.  So big, unforgettable intimate encounters with God happen on mountain 
tops. 
 
So much so that there is an expression for this:  a mountaintop experience.  It’s something that 
is so extraordinary, so powerful and positive that it changes your life.  And there’s a reason for 
this name—because being on the top of a mountain is often unbelievably beautiful, amazing—
and I think, awe-inspiring.  I have hiked most of my life, and even when I didn’t go to church I 
knew that God existed, because music existed and mountains existed.  I’ve even had powerful 
dreams of climbing up mountains and encountering God there; I’ve also had dreams where I 
was trying to get to the top but there were barriers—housing developments, toxic lakes, and so 
on.  Mountains are powerful metaphors and powerful realities. 
 
But here’s the thing.  It takes work to climb up a mountain.  Unless you drive up a road or are 
plopped down by helicopter, you get there after a long haul up.  And here’s the other thing—
being on the top of a mountain is dangerous, especially if it is above tree line.  A few years back, 
I was hiking with a group in the Rockies up to Bluebird Lake, a lovely glacial lake sitting at about 
12,000 feet.  It was a pristine summer day, blue sky, cool air.  At one point, I had to slow down 
to catch my breath as we gained altitude.  The air is thinner up there.  I wondered if I was going 
to make it.  But all of a sudden we went over a ridge and there it was, a small azure lake 
surrounded by rocky cliffs and glaciers.  We sat down and ate lunch, basking in the beauty.   
 
And then we saw them.  White and grey clouds sneaking over the mountains.  We watched 
them for a bit and the leader said, “Time to go!”  You do not mess with clouds in the Rocky 
Mountains.  We skedaddled down the trail as fast as we safely could, and soon the storm was 
upon us. But by then we were safely down into the trees.  Later on, we hear that 8 people, 
standing out in the open on the Trail Ridge Road above tree line, were hit by lightning in that 
same storm.  Mountaintops—beautiful places, dangerous places. 
 
Being on the mountaintop is exhilarating and wildly dangerous.  When Moses went up Mt. 
Sinai, “the appearance of the glory of the Lord was like a devouring fire on the top of the 
mountain.”  Elijah called upon God to demonstrate their power, and God came as a fire that 
obliterated the sacrificed bull, the wood, the stones, the dust and the water that was poured 
over all.   When Jesus was standing, transformed by God’s glory, Peter, James and John saw 
God as a bright cloud overshadowing them, and heard the voice of God that caused them to fall 
to the ground with fear.  God is so powerful, so OTHER, so beyond our comprehension, that to 
get near to God is to come into a place of overwhelming confusion and terror. 
 



This is what mountaintop experiences are, when they contain God.  I’m sure you’ve had times 
in your life that were peak experiences—getting married, maybe, or seeing children or 
grandchildren being born or being reunited with a friend or relative.  But true mountaintop 
experiences—moments when you KNEW that God was present—are different.  Positive, 
powerful, but also containing something of the “out of the world” or even bewildering about 
them.  If not downright scary.  You know this is not normal.  These experiences stay with you. 
 
Peter, James and John knew that something big was happening.  They were in the presence of 
the two greatest prophets in Jewish history . . . and Jesus.  And then God showed up in cloud 
and thunder—beware of clouds on mountains!  “This is my beloved—Listen to him!!”  And then 
it all went away and they walked down the mountain.  I’m sure they had no idea what to make 
of it all.  They knew it was important and scary, but really didn’t understand.  They didn’t 
understand that Jesus would die; they didn’t understand just how great Jesus was; they didn’t 
understand that his most important work was to be accomplished in Jerusalem in his death and 
resurrection.  After all that, they would remember.  They would understand. But not in the 
moment. 
 
The thing about mountaintop experiences is that they last just a moment and then you go 
down the mountain.  Back to normal life, or in the case of Christian faith, back to or forward 
into difficulty.  Jesus knew what lay ahead, even if the disciples would be surprised.  The 
mountaintop experience comes back and feeds you in the hard times ahead.  And what does it 
tell the disciples?  First, that Jesus is the GOAT, greatest of all time, up there with or surpassing 
even Moses and Elijah.  Second thing:  God is real; God is present and powerful beyond 
imagining.  And finally, they are to listen, really listen to Jesus.  Pay attention!  Mark his words.  
Remember.  Pay attention to what he does and what he says to others and to you.  Listen to 
him. 
 
Not bad things to hold onto.  Maybe you’ve had one of those God experiences, the kind that 
blow you away.  Maybe you haven’t.  But I’m sure you’ve had some powerful ecperiences of the 
living God.  In the beach worship.  In prayers answered.  In seeing the hungry fed, the homeless 
housed, the sick healed.  In seeing this church rally and the life that happens here.  Right now is 
a time of expectation—Advent, really.   The vestry issued a call to the priest in charge 
candidate, but has not heard back.  If he comes, that will be joyful news, as he has gifts and 
experience that would fit very well here.  If he doesn’t come, that will be a great 
disappointment.  Either way does not take away from the power of God working here, or the 
amazing way the vestry pulled together to show what this church is.  And either way, that does 
not minimize the hard work ahead.  For there is a path ahead of uncertainty, or 
experimentation, of getting outside our comfort zone, of doubling down on prayer and 
discernment. Either way. 
 
The mountaintop is there to draw on in the days ahead.  As it was for the disciples.  Scary, 
powerful, real, god-filled.  Don’t forget that.  Let us pray.  Amen.  


