
Fifteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time/July 12, 2015
I Kings 19:1-16; Psalm 85; Mark 9:2-9;

"On the Mountain"

This past Friday, two days ago, I did something I've wanted to do since we moved to
Maine.  I climbed Mount Katahdin!  I went with Roger Haynes, and Jane and Gary Grant.  The
four of us climbed to the top of Mount Katahdin and came back down again!  It was one the
most challenging things I think I have ever done.  

The three of them had all climbed the mountain before, Roger having done it 20 some
times or so, as he and Beth would take their kids up there a number of times each summer when
they were younger. I heard of families who had gone up and of old ladies and old men who had
climbed it and so I was thinking it couldn't be all that bad, but Gary had warned me that it would
be difficult.  And he was right.  And Kate would remind me what my father has been telling me
for quite a number of years now, "Joel, you're not 25 anymore!"  And she was right too!

Suffice it to say, that the hike, the "climb" was not what I was expecting.  Even the basic
trail that leads from the parking area to the base camp Chimney Pond, was not just a nice smooth
walking path but an ascending, rock hewn, up and down, almost gully-like in places, trail.  A
number of times I thought it would almost seem easier to be walking through the dense foliage
off the side of the trail instead of over all these rocks.  But those 3.3 miles to the base camp
would prove to be nothing compared to the large boulders we would have to climb up and over
once we began our ascent up Saddle Trail.

Saddle Trail, well I don't remember the beginning too well except that there were
beautiful views of the mountain, the strange but wonderful hollow sound of rocks hitting other
rocks as we would walk on them or kick them as we went along, and there were the periodic
spots where a burst of cool breeze would hit you as you reached a certain point or the sudden
change in cooler air temperature when we gained a certain height.  But it was the last parts of the
trail that left an indelible mark in my mind.  It was only 2.2 miles from Chimney Pond to Baxter
Peak, the top of Katahdin but it seemed like much more than that.

The rocks, boulders became larger and the degree of incline much greater as we neared
the top of the trail.  It was exhausting work!  Of course, Roger, whom I will now forever think of
as the "Mountain Goat" was way up ahead, waiting for the rest of us to meet him at the top of
the trail.  And when we all finally arrived there, we still had .2 miles to go to reach the peak. 
That .2 miles were the longest .2 miles I have ever walked.  It was a much more gradual incline
but I was just so tired at that point and I wondered how, now that we were at the top that I would
ever have the energy to climb back down!  But a little lunch, some water, 30 minutes of rest and
the magnificent views from the top of Baxter Peak, that mile high in the sky place, one side
looking out over miles and miles of land and lakes and the other side, looking down into the
steep, rocky clefts of the "chimney" the crater, from which we had just come, gave me what I
needed to feel re-energized enough to begin the descent down.

We took Cathedral Trail.  It is not what anyone would call a "trail."  Just a way, a
seemingly random route that some fool put blue paint markings on a bunch of boulders going
down the side of the mountain.  I think Jane called it "crazy climbing."  Jane had such a good
attitude about this, even laughing every once in a while, even though with her shorter stature,



was working twice as hard as the rest of us, while I was moaning and groaning with each 2'+
drop to the next rock, my knees crying out in pain.  There were even a few hairy moments too on
that descent, where we would have to hang on to rocks while trying to find some place to put our
foot before looking to the next spot to hang on to and plant our footing.  But we finally made it
back down to Chimney Pond.  And those last 3.3 miles back to the parking area?  Well, it just
seemed like forever.

All of this gave me a brand new perspective on some of the Biblical accounts of
mountains.  One major insight I had is that I believe Jesus must have been like Roger Haynes,
able to climb mountains like a mountain goat.  Really, when you pay attention to the accounts in
the gospels, Jesus was up in the mountains all the time.  From the time he was tempted and
driven into the wilderness, to the times he went there to pray, to the feeding of the 5,000, to the
Transfiguration, Jesus was climbing up mountains.  In fact, I think Kate will have to write a song
about Jesus as a "mountaineer!"  

My second insight has to do with our gospel reading for today.  It begins, "After 6 days
Jesus took with him Peter and James and John and led them up a high mountain apart by
themselves."  Sounds pretty mundane, right?  They walked up a mountain.  Well, if the
mountains of the Holy Land are anything like Katahdin, their climb up the mountain was
anything but mundane!  As Gary said, early on in our climb, "This is no leisurely walk, you have
to watch your every step."  Climbing a  mountain is not about looking up and taking in all the
grandeur around you.  You are constantly looking down, watching for places to plant your next
step, the next rock outcropping to grab onto to pull yourself up.

I have come to a greater appreciation, that the climb up the mountain for Jesus, but even
more so for the disciples, was an great ordeal.  Remember, they were fishermen, used to doing
their work on the flat, smooth bed of a boat and on sandy beaches, not climbing over boulders
and perilous cliffs.  And when they got to the peak of that mountain they may very well have felt
like I did on Friday - exhausted - and in a state of mind conducive to hallucinations or visions of
remarkable things.

Now, I have a new take on why Peter wants to make those 3 booths or dwellings for
Jesus, Moses and Elijah.  He probably figured if they made little shelters for each of them, they
could make some for themselves too and just stay up there!  Because they were too tired to climb
back down off the mountain!  The day before our climb up Katahdin, Kate and I ran into Declan
O'Connor and Jim Delehanty at Hannaford, both who have apparently climbed Mt. Katahdin. 
Declan said to me, "It is harder to climbing down than it is going up", and he was right!

Unlike some religions for whom the mountain top experience is the ultimate goal -
achieving a state of nirvana, or of personal perfection, obtaining the vision of beauty, peace,
serenity or inner harmony - all of which are good things -  the Judeo-Christian tradition has
always stressed the importance, not only of attaining the peak experience, but rather that of the
whole journey, of the hard work of climbing up as well as of climbing down and returning to the
community.  The vision, the inspiration experienced at the peak moments of life are not for our
personal edification and growth alone, they are to be shared with others upon the return, so that
together, we can all be inspired to do what needs to be done down here, doing the things that can
change our world.



The Elijah stories are some of my favorites and in today's reading we have Elijah on the
run from Jezebel who is out to kill him because he has just beaten her prophets of Ba'al, the god
of the Canaanites, in a contest and then had them all executed.  She was angry and swore to do to
him as he had done to them!  So here, the great prophet of the God of Israel is on the run and
afraid for his life!  Though God has protected him many times before, has sustained him through
times of famine and drought, and has worked through him to make him a great and powerful
prophet, he is now fearful, uncertain of his future, unsure of his abilities, and simply ready to end
his life.  So God leads him to the mountain, Mt. Horeb.  

And it is upon the peak of the mountain that Elijah experiences God.  Not in the great
wind that shatters the rocks.  Not in the earthquake nor in the fire.  But in a still, small voice that
he hears.  A whisper that speaks to him upon the top of the mountain, asking him a second time,
"What are you doing here, Elijah?"  And it is in the quietness of that place, where he is
exhausted, famished and afraid, that God leads him back to remembering who he is and what he
is called to do and be.  And from there, he is sent out to do great things, to anoint a king over
Syria, to anoint another king over Israel, and to anoint another to take his place as prophet of the
Most High God.

Mountains are amazing places!  And I am thankful to Roger and Gary and Jane for taking
me up, and down, Mt. Katahdin, even though I don't think I'll be ready to climb another
mountain for some time.  But we don't have to climb a mountain to have the mountain top
experience.  That can happen anytime we extend ourselves, give of ourselves fully, make
ourselves available to an experience of insight and of visions of grandeur from which we must
return and tell our story.  And it is to this place, and this people that we must share our story, our
tales of inspiration.  So that together, we can be moved and used by the Spirit of God, to go out
and change our world.  Amen.


