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Sermon by Rev. Rolf Svanoe


Jesus took with him Peter James and John and climbed a mountain. Mountains are special places. We can learn some important lessons on the mountain.



I want to tell you about a mountain I climbed several years ago. At least I tried to climb it. One of Colorado’s shyest peaks is also one of its more famous- Mt. of the Holy Cross, near Vail. Its’ name comes from two deep ravines on its eastern slope that intersect, and when they are filled with snow they appear in the shape of a cross. This is the view that everyone wants to see. Unfortunately, there is a mountain in the way and the only way to see the cross is to climb the other mountain. There’s another problem in climbing Mt. of the Holy Cross. You have to first climb a ridge and then descend 1000 feet before you can gain access to the mountain. That can be brutal on the way back when you’re tired at the end of a long hike. Imagine hiking twelve miles with a 5600 feet elevation gain. 


One of the things I’ve learned hiking in the mountains is a respect for nature. You have to be prepared for lots of things. That means bringing food and water, extra layers of clothing and rain gear. You also learn the weather patterns, and that often there are afternoon storms around the peaks. It’s better to climb in the morning, enjoy lunch at the peak, and then get off the peak before the weather changes. You don’t want to be caught in a storm above tree line without any shelter. Stories of people who have been struck by lightning abound. 


We began the climb in the early morning. It was a beautiful day, not a cloud in the sky. But the weather can change quickly and you have to keep an eye out. It was a tiring hike and took much longer than anticipated. We were well above tree line when the first hint of a storm began. Clouds started to form. We kept on hiking. We were about 500 feet below the peak when it began to drizzle. We had a difficult decision to make. Do we turn around and play it safe or keep on and hope the weather changes? Being so close to the top it was hard to just turn around. So we kept on but quickly realized we had made the wrong decision. There in the distance was the faint rumble of thunder. We could feel the electricity in the air. And then we noticed that our hair was standing on end. In that moment we began to feel real fear. This was not a safe place to be. Each time it thundered we felt a sense of terror. It was time to get off the mountain, and quickly. We turned around and began the descent, frustrated that we hadn’t been able to make the peak. 


There are mountains all over our lessons today. In our Old Testament reading God invited Moses to climb Mt. Sinai. It says that a cloud covered the mountain. There was lightning and thunder, smoke and loud sounds like a trumpet blast. The people were terrified of the mountain. I can’t imagine what Moses must have felt. Is this a safe place to be? Did he feel terror every time the thunder roared or the lightning struck? And yet this was where God wanted Moses, and so Moses climbed the mountain and entered the cloud. Do you suppose his knees were knocking? Do you think his hair was standing on end? The Bible says that the lightning and thunder were signs of God’s presence. There is something terrible and fearful about God. Throughout the Bible when people experience the majestic glory of God they are terrified and overcome with a sense of their unworthiness and sinfulness. There is the sense that the presence of God is not a safe place to be. Imagine those young men at the San Francisco Zoo when the tiger jumps the wall and they are in the presence of something wild and uncontrollable. God is not safe. Like a wild animal there is something unpredictable and unsettling being in God’s presence. Like a penetrating searchlight God’s lightning strikes and shines in all the dark corners of our lives. We are naked and vulnerable, all our secrets brought to the light of day. We cannot hide from God. In God’s presence our hair stands on end. We must either run and hide or submit to God’s piercing light. One thing is sure, in God’s presence we are transformed. We cannot remain the same. The Bible says that when Moses came down from the Mountain that his face shone. It wasn’t from sunburn. Moses had been in the presence of God. 


There is another mountain in our lessons today. Jesus took with him Peter, John and James and climbed a high mountain. It is a familiar story with clouds, bright lights and loud noises. It was not a safe place to be. I can imagine the disciples growing anxiety. Do you suppose that the hair on their heads was standing on end? Jesus began to shine with an incredible glory. There was a loud voice, the voice of God. Matthew tells us that the disciples were so terrified when they heard it that they threw themselves face down on the ground. But this voice is reassuring. “This is my beloved Son with whom I am well pleased. Listen to him.” Listen to Jesus. If we want to know what God is really like, listen to Jesus. Jesus is the one who reveals God’s glory. And Jesus is also the one who reveals God’s love for the whole creation. In Jesus we see a God crazy in love with a rebellious world, going to extreme lengths to win us back from our self-destructive ways. Listen to Jesus. Jesus came over to his disciples and touched them. “Don’t be afraid,” he said. Don’t be afraid. Jesus comes to you and me today with the same message. Don’t be afraid. On the mountain we experience terror in the presence of God. There is something unsettling in God’s presence, because God wants to free us from the power of sin and death. Things will change. We will change. But Jesus tells us not to be afraid. There is something more important than God’s awesome holiness. It is God’s awesome love that transforms and transfigures our lives. 


Some of you are familiar with C. S. Lewis’ story, The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. There is a scene where the children are visiting with Mr. and Mrs Beaver and learn about Aslan, the great Lion. Lucy expresses some fear at meeting a Lion. “Is he safe?” she asks. “Safe?” said Mr. Beaver. “Of course he isn’t safe. But he’s good.” There’s something about God that isn’t safe. But in Jesus it is always good. 


That is the lesson we learn from another mountain, this one outside of Jerusalem. It’s  called Calvary. Matthew tells us that when Jesus was crucified the light failed and for three hours darkness covered the land. With Jesus’ last breath the earth quaked and rocks split apart. People were terrified. Do you suppose their hair stood on end? It was not a safe place to be. And yet on that mountain everything changed. Salvation was won. Death was conquered. And because of that we are changed.  


A few weeks ago we began this Epiphany season with the voice of God proclaiming who Jesus was at his baptism. Today we hear the same voice inviting us to listen to Jesus. There may be a lot of voices calling out for your attention, but there is really only one voice that we must listen to. Today Jesus touches us and tells us not to be afraid. 
