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On the Mountaintop 

 Do any of you suffer from acrophobia, ie, a fear of heights?  I certainly do, although it doesn’t 

seem to be nearly as bad these days as it was when I was younger and had a hard time even 

climbing a ladder.  I’m a lot better now, but partly because having learned the hard way, I just 

stay away from high places.  By the “hard way” I mean an experience I had years ago when I was 

twelve or thirteen years old.  My family was on vacation in New York and someone had the bright 

idea of climbing up into the bell tower of Riverside Church—I can’t imagine they’d allow such a 

thing today, but they did back then.  We got about half way up the tower on a “fire escape” sort 

of stairs, when they started playing the carillon and these giant bells started ringing all around 

me.  I completely freaked out.  I froze stiff and my father had to literally pry my hands off the 

railing and all but carry me back down the stairs.  Needless to say, we didn’t climb any more bell 

towers on our family vacations after that. 

 I don’t really know where acrophobia comes from, mine in particular.  I did a little research 

this week, and it turns out there are two theories about the cause of acrophobia.  One theory is 

that it’s caused by the experience of some trauma early in life, usually involving a fall.  That 

doesn’t seem likely in my case, since I have no recollection of any such accident, and no one has 

ever owned up to dropping me when I was a baby or anything like that.  The other theory is that 

it’s caused by a problem with one’s balance that is aggravated by the anxiety that one feels in 

high places.  In other words, a kind of sensory overload that proves overwhelming.  I think that 

may very well be my problem. 

 But what I also discovered while doing my research is that the Greek word “akron” (like the 

name of the town), the word from which we get acrophobia, doesn’t really mean simply heights 

or high places.  It means specifically the peak or summit of a mountain, that is to say, the 

mountaintop.  In other words, acrophobia literally means a fear of mountaintops, which I think 

is very interesting given our scripture lessons for today, all of which involve things that are said 

to have happened at the top of mountains. 

 From Exodus, we heard this morning the story of Moses going up to the top of Mt. Sinai to 

receive the tablets of the law from God.  In the Gospel of Matthew, we heard the story of Jesus 

taking Peter, James and John with him to the top of the mountain where his appearance was 

transformed before their very eyes, the event we usually call “the transfiguration,” an occasion 

commemorated every year on the last Sunday before the season of Lent.  Finally, in our epistle 

reading from 2nd Peter, the apostle refers back to the transfiguration, of which, of course, he was 

an eye-witness. 

 In fact, when you start thinking about it, there are a surprising number of important events 

in scripture that are said to have occurred on mountains, and very often specifically on the 

mountaintop.  Can anyone think of the first such mention in scripture, the first thing that is said 

to have happened on a mountain?  It’s Noah’s ark, which is said to have come to rest after the 
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flood on the top of Mt. Ararat.  Later on, Abraham is commanded to sacrifice his son Isaac, and 

where?  On top of Mt. Moriah.  Still later, Moses not only receives the law on top of Mt. Sinai, but 

even before that, he encounters God on that same mountain in the form of the burning bush.  

Then at the end of his life, God takes Moses up a mountain and shows him the promised land, 

the land across the Jordan which he is forbidden to enter. 

 In the New Testament, there is as we have already noted the transfiguration, though 

interestingly enough the mountain where that is said to have happened is not named in any of 

the gospels, a surprising omission that has never stopped tour guides from claiming to know 

exactly where it was.  Before that, one of the three times Jesus was tempted by Satan is said to 

have been on top of a mountain.  Later, Jesus preaches his most famous sermon on a mountain, 

and finally, at the end, Jesus bids farewell to his disciples and charges them with the great 

commission…on a mountain in Galilee. 

 So why all these mountains?  Of course, part of it is simply the fact of mountains reaching up 

into the heavens and thus verging on God’s domain.  So there’s a feeling that if you want to be 

closer to God, you go up a mountain.  Which of course is why houses of worship are very often 

built on high places, or lacking that, build their own mountain in the form of towers or steeples 

which reach up to the skies in order to draw your attention to the heavens.  

 But it’s more than just a matter of mountains being high places and thus closer to God.  It’s 

also the sense that on a mountain you can see forever.  Not literally of course, but you can 

certainly see vastly more than you can down below.  From the mountain top you have a much 

clearer view of the world and everything in it, a much better sense then of the big picture than is 

possible down below amidst all the hustle and bustle of daily life here in our midst.   

 So it’s not surprising, then, that it was on top of a mountain that Peter, James and John were 

afforded a glimpse of Jesus in all his glory, a Jesus they’d never seen before and wouldn’t ever 

see again, not like that.  Nor is it surprising that it was on top of a mountain that Moses received 

the law from God, the law that was intended to guide the people of God through the wilderness 

into the Promised Land, the law that still guides God’s people even today, a beacon of light in a 

world where the way is often far from clear.   In our own lives, we have such moments, moments 

of clarity, glimpses of a reality that is over and above that of our daily lives, moments that we 

often call “mountaintop experiences,” whether they actually took place on a mountain or not. 

 Nor is it surprising that such moments should often mark transitions in the lives of those 

involved, whether in the Biblical story or in our own lives.  It was after receiving the law on Mt. 

Sinai that the people of God set off on the 40-year odyssey through the wilderness that would 

ultimately lead them to the Promised Land.  In a similar way, it was after the transfiguration of 

Jesus upon the mountaintop that he and his disciples turned their faces toward Jerusalem and set 

out on that fateful journey.  Which is why this Sunday marks for us the transition into the season 

of Lent through which we will accompany Jesus on his journey toward death on a cross.  So, too, 

do we turn our faces toward Jerusalem.  In much the same way, it’s very often after our own 

“mountaintop experiences” that our lives take a different course and we set out on a new chapter 

in our lives.  All on the basis of a reality we may have only glimpsed on the mountaintop, only a 
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glimpse, yet one that may well have changed the way we see the world and thus the future course 

of our lives. 

 Which is why, I think, these experiences in scripture are described not, as we might expect of 

“mountaintop experiences,” as peaceful, calm and inspiring moments, but as moments that can 

be profoundly unsettling, at times even terrifying.  Moments that can be so overwhelming that 

they can bring on their own kind of acrophobia.  In Exodus, Moses doesn’t go up the mountain 

to the sound of angels strumming harps and soaring beautiful music, but in the midst of what 

sounds for all the world like a titanic thunderstorm, one described in the Bible as like fire 

devouring the top of the mountain.  In the gospel, when Jesus is transfigured in the sight of his 

disciples and appears with Moses and Elijah, Peter immediately offers to build shrines there on 

the mountain to mark such a holy spot, only to have the voice of God interrupt him and tell him, 

in effect, to shut up and listen to Jesus.  Who then tells Peter and the other two--as they head back 

down the mountain—not to tell anyone what they had seen and heard on top. 

 Why not?  Because while the view from on high, from on top of the mountain, may well give 

us a better grasp of the big picture and of the long-term direction of our lives, that view may not 

be re-assuring, at least not always.   It could be overwhelming.  What lay ahead on these occasions 

for both Moses and the people of Israel, and for Jesus and his disciples was in the near term a 

difficult and painful ordeal.  One that would in due time lead to a promised land, but whose 

immediate future would bring considerable pain and suffering, even death. 

 What is more is the simple fact, as all our scriptures make very clear, that life is not lived up 

there on the mountain top.  It’s lived down here in the world where the going can be tough and 

we may struggle to find our way.  Which is why the good news, the very good news, is not that 

Jesus is with us just on those rare occasions when we’re on the mountaintop, but is with us down 

here in the trenches every single day of our lives.   Sure, you can find God on top of the mountain.  

The better news is that you can find God down here. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 

to whom be all glory and honor, now and forever…  


