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Mountain top experiences stick with us.  We remember the elation of completing a monumental project, or making that amazing catch / throw / or shot, or someone saying “yes” to us, or the birth of a child, or even (for the likes of Yusef and me) passing that citizenship exam, or in the case of today’s scripture hearing God’s voice on a mountain.   Often we take pictures at these events or places to remind ourselves of the moment’s meaning.  The spiritual mountains in our lives often have to do with knowing we are loved or valued—hearing again, really feeling, that we are beloved and have meaning.  When taxed by life what are those high sacred places—physical spaces or rooms within the spiritual memory where we shine white?  This scripture text is how Mark begins the second phase of the ministry of Jesus-- when preparing for the next stage of life (educational transition, relational transition, occupational transition, transition from life to the life beyond this life), what space do we inhabit so that we might hear the words that we are loved; words which will help us embrace with trust come what may?   Let’s do a little exercise.  I will give us a few moments to think about a sacred space in our lives.  Maybe it is the oft mentioned Shekinah Retreat Centre; maybe it is a chair used regularly for devotions or meditation; maybe it is the presence or embrace of one who has learned to love us unconditionally.  Take a minute to consider this local in your mind.

Are we getting to the mountain often enough?  Do we even remember the way to the mountain?  Or if we have never been up the mountain previously, how does one even find the trailhead?   These are questions which emerge for me in relation to today’s scripture.  From now until Easter I am hopeful our times of worship and sermonizing will speak to the questions of finding God on both the mountains and in the valleys.  I will say more about this later, but first to the text.
In the Biblical tradition mountain top experiences are about consecration, about consolation, about commissioning, and about teaching.  The mountain top episodes in Mark’s gospel fit this typology.  Jesus went “up the mountain” to appoint his disciples (3:13).  We don’t know the name of this mountain, but the text clearly gives it a definite article—“up the mountain”.   Embracing the call of Jesus or finding the occupation suited to oneself can be a mountain top experience.  Jesus spends the next three chapters in the valleys, but after hearing of John the Baptist’s death and feeding 5000—in 6:46—Jesus “went up the mountain to pray”.  Again, we don’t know which mountain, but we find that definite article once more—he went “up the mountain”.  Time on the mountain often restores us in the wake of exhaustion from public service or tragedies in the family.  As Jesus commences ministry in the 2nd half of Mark
, today’s scripture, Jesus once more went up a mountain, this time modified by an adjective, a very “high” mountain.  
Was Jesus aware the second half of his ministry might result in the cross or some other unfortunate ending?  Earlier in the story Jesus proved able to perceive resistance in the hearts of the scribes (2:8).  No doubt he was aware that the Pharisees and Herodians were plotting how to destroy him (3:6).  Exercising the demon named “legion” (a reference to the Roman military occupation) only resulted in the locals asking him to leave town (5:17).  Challenging the evil empire on behalf of ungrateful people, challenging religious structures gone awry, challenging the questions in so many hearts is wearisome and dangerous work.   Where do we turn when awareness of our mortality sinks in?  Where do we go when the mid-gospel, the mid-life crises hits?  Jesus goes up a “high” mountain.  And on this mountain Jesus hears the very same heavenly words intoned at his baptism (ὁ υἱός μου ὁ ἀγαπητός); what a gift God offers on the holy hill!  Consolation, re-commissioning, renewal—these things happed on the holy mountain.  
A reality in the text, and in our lives though, is that neither we nor Jesus spend most of our time on the mountains.  Most of our time is actually spent in the valleys.  We are down there wrangling with unclean spirits and demons (and there are a lot of those in Mark’s gospel, and our lives).  We are down there tussling with competing definitions of faithfulness which grind away at our spiritual identity.   We are down there grappling with dominating forces of occupation which make life precarious.   The truth is that most of life is not spent on mountains.   Most of life, in fact, is a struggle.
Jesus knew this.  Just before his moment of transfiguration with Moses and Elijah he said it.  The Revised Common Lectionary does not include the last sections of chapter 8 when they assign the story of the transfiguration on the Sunday before Lent begins.  Why, I do not know.  We run great risk of seriously misunderstanding the Christ and the way of Christ if we unhitch the sufferings of the valley with the exultations of the mountain.  If we make that mistake, though, we will find ourselves in good company.

Eight times in Mark’s Gospel prior to the scripture reading for today, Jesus has come up against the fact that his disciples are well meaning but not the sharpest tools on the workbench (see Mk 1:35-37; 4:13; 4:40; 5:31; 6:37; 6:49; 8:4; 8:17).   And in today’s text Peter has a decidedly mixed run.  Peter.  Peter, the 1st disciple called.  Peter, whose strong name means “rock”.   Peter, who alone among the disciples recognized that Jesus is the Messiah, he could not comprehend that the Messiah must suffer.  This earned him a fairly harsh rebuke from Jesus.  Not only will the Messiah suffer, Jesus clarifies, but all those who would wish to follow after him will suffer.  Peter makes no response to this.  Moving ahead to the next scene...
Jesus chose Peter, James and John to trek up the mountain with him.  These are the same three whom Jesus asks to join him in the garden later while he prays (14:33).  They fall asleep at that event and misconstrue this one.  This is but one linguistic link between these first and last scenes in the 2nd half of Jesus’ ministry.  The parallels between these sections are actually quite striking.  In today’s text Jesus offers a teaching about suffering and in chapter 14 Jesus is struck, spit upon, mocked, and beaten  (14:65).  Up on the mountain the clothes of Jesus were transfigured into bright white garments
; white garments appear again on an angelic figure sitting in the empty tomb.  Coming down the mountain Jesus instructed the disciples with him to tell no one what they had seen while the woman who visited the empty tomb “said nothing to anyone” (16:8).  These parallels reinforce that the way of resurrection goes through a humility large enough to accept suffering, our failures of the Christ, and our incomplete understandings of who Jesus is.
Two times in today’s text Jesus instructs his disciples to keep from talking about him (8:30, 9:9) and some may wonder why.  My speculation is that Jesus doesn’t want his disciples spreading news about him because he knows they really do not fully understand what it means to be the Messiah.  Until they grow in their understanding of the way of the Christ, Jesus does not want them talking.  Until we learn to find God in the valleys we have no business talking about the mountain top experiences.  And at this point in Mark’s gospel Peter, and there is a little bit of Peter in all of us, has an incomplete understanding of the Christ.
In this respect Peter’s idea to create a mountain top shrine fits with his limited picture of the Christ.  Hanging out on the mountain for a few years, after all, sure sounds a lot more appealing than all that suffering, rejection and cross business.  Peter raised the idea with Jesus, but notice what he calls Jesus—“Rabbi”.  Just a bit ago Peter was calling Jesus, “the Messiah”.  Not that “Rabbi” is a shoddy term, but Peter’s use of a less significant title in the presence of Moses and Elijah is curious and maybe even troubling. These sentiment earned him a not so subtle rebuke from God--  “this is my son, the beloved:  listen to him!”.  Remember, God underscores, that the Messiah must navigate the valleys so that we all will have a guide in the valleys.  Remember that we will periodically visit high mountains, but that we will spend most of our time in the valley.
Peter was “terrified” (φοβέομαι) we heard in the scripture reading; and this “fear” is yet another parallel with the women at the tomb (16:8).   When we are terrified we typically do not make good choices, and it is terror which sparked Peter’s comment about making a few tents.  Peter, the two women, many of us are terrified of what we have seen and heard from Jesus who is the Christ.  It is terrifying to take on the evil empire, to struggle against warped theologies, to look inward at one’s own areas of disintegration.  And if we are not terrified by the implications of following after a most beloved and righteous and radiant Son of God who transforms lives and society through patiently slogging through the suffering of the valleys....   well, we may be a bit naive who this Christ really is and what he came to do.  If we are unable to get our heads and hearts around the fullness of Christ’s ministry we might do well to say less about Jesus than more.  Which is just Jesus said to Peter, James and John as the made their way down the mountain.   Well, there ends the biblical study.  What does this mean for us?
The Good News for us is that neither Jesus or God give Peter the Holy boot off the mountain.  God and the Messiah are aware that disciples are formed in time.  If these kind of blunders happened to Peter and the others, and I am sure they did, we do well to take our discipleship failures in stride.  As disciples we are called to reflection, renewal, and re-engagement on the way of Jesus.  Over time we will become adept at finding the gifts which the valleys have to offer us, at calling to mind sacred space where we again hear God’s affirmation of us, at mediating the peace of Christ in our homes and places of work.  
From now until Easter we will explore traditions and techniques which will aid us in these finding God and walking with Jesus in the valleys and on the mountains.  Next week we will learn about the history of pilgrimage and consider the journey inward.  In two weeks we will explore visual prayer.  We will hear from one who has learned to pray with nature.  We will hear about keeping journals and what they offer us on spiritual journey.  We will learn of spiritual exercises often used to aid in discernment.  We will hear, again, the passion story told in its entirety.   I realize that in six weeks we will not become masters of Christian spirituality, but maybe we will come across something which we can aid us in some small way.  Through this series maybe, just maybe, we will find calm courage to enter the valleys challenges which seem dark knowing that God is there.  Maybe, just maybe, our ears will be trained to hear God’s voice on the mountain once more, that we too are beloved sons and daughters.  May it be so.  Amen.
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� Following the structural breakdown of Mark in Pheme Perkins, “The Gospel of Mark” in The New Interpreter’s Bible:  A Commentary in Twelve volumes (vl VIII) , (Nashville, TN:  Abingdon Press, 1994), pp. 621ff; and Ched Myers, Binding the Strong Man, (Maryknoll, NY:  Orbis Books, 1997 (9th printing)), pp. 234ff.  


� The white garments may be an allusion from Daniel where the Ancient of Days is dressed in bright white clothes (Dan 7:9), or equally it could reflect traditions of the early church in which the Christian martyrs are dressed in white (Revelation of John 3:5,18; 4:4; 6:11; 7:9,13).    





