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“ON THE MOUNTAIN AND IN THE VALLEY”

Luke 9:28-43

     Some people make what is called a “bucket list” based on a movie of that
name from a few years ago. It’s a list of places you want to visit, experiences you
hope to have, things you wish to accomplish before you die. On TV recently a
woman was interviewed after dashing in and out of Lake Ontario for a fund
raising venture. She told the interviewer that taking a winter plunge in icy water
was on her “bucket list.” I can assure you that it’s not on mine.

     One thing that you and I will never be able to experience is what happened
to Peter, James and John when Jesus took them up the mountain to pray. (Luke
9) Now most mountains in the Holy Land are not as spectacular as the Rockies.
But in the Bible, a mountain, large or small,  signifies the place of God’s presence,
a place set apart from the common world of human experience. Recall that Moses
climbed Mount Sinai into the cloud of God’s presence and received the Ten
Commandments. And when he came down his face shone with divine glory.

    So Jesus gave this once-in-a-lifetime experience to his closest disciples. While
Jesus was praying his appearance changed and his clothes became dazzling white
with the glory of God. Suddenly they saw two great figures of Israel’s history -
Moses the law-giver and Elijah the prophet. They appeared in glory and spoke to
Jesus of his departure, meaning his death, which he was about to accomplish at
Jerusalem. And though Peter, James and John were tired out by the long climb
and the thin air, they managed to stay awake and take it all in. Peter wanted to
prolong the great experience. He said to Jesus, “I will build three booths, one
each for you and Moses and Elijah.” But it was not to be for the cloud of God’s
presence came and overshadowed them and they were terrified. From the cloud
came a voice that said, “This is my Son, the Chosen, listen to him!” Moses and
Elijah disappeared, and Jesus was found alone (9:36). This mountain-top
experience was so awesome that Peter, James and John couldn’t tell anyone
about it for a long time, perhaps not until after Jesus had risen from the dead.
And Luke tells us, “On the next day, when they had come down from the
mountain, a great crowd met Jesus.” (9:37) 

    Now here’s the big truth for us today. The Jesus who was found alone on the
mountain comes down to be with us in the valleys. The Jesus who was found
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alone on the mountain comes down to be with us in the valleys. This truth is both
a challenge and a comfort for the church. 

   First this, “when the voice had spoken, Jesus was found alone.”   Up on the
mountain Peter tried to put Jesus, Moses and Elijah all on the same level, which
was a pretty high level, indeed. But God said “This is my beloved Son, listen to
him.”  Moses and Elijah disappeared and Jesus was found alone. No longer could
the disciples think of Jesus as another law-giver or another great prophet. Jesus
was the unique Son of God, the One whom they must listen to and obey above
all others. And what God said about Jesus up there is universally and eternally
true. Jesus is found alone. He is the unique Son of God. He stands by himself.

     The challenge for the church today is to lift up Jesus in all his fullness as God’s
Son, even as we live with and cooperate with people of other faiths. Of course,
we want to get along with these folk - we work with them, we live beside them,
they become our friends. That sometimes tempts us to say that all faiths are the
same, or that all religious leaders are on the same level. Sometimes the church
is tempted to do this in order to be seen as inclusive and tolerant. The
uniqueness of Jesus becomes a stumbling block.

    But tolerance does not mean boiling down all religions into one, or pretending
that we all really believe the same thing. It means allowing others to hold their
beliefs and respecting their right to do so, even when we don’t share their belief.
Yes, we can discuss our beliefs with others in mutual respect, and if God chooses
to touch or influence someone through our witness, then we are pleased to be
used by God in that way. But we never demand that others believe what we
believe. Some bad episodes in history have happened when people were forced
to change their belief by compulsion or threat. 

     So we live and work with people of other faiths. We treat them with kindness
and tolerance and respect. Jesus would have us do no less. We see that they
often live in ways that are admirable and worthy. So the challenge for the church
is to respect people of other faiths without watering down what we believe.
 
    What Christians believe and teach is that two thousand years ago, a man lived,
was crucified, and rose from the dead in Israel. In that man God was present and
acting once-and for-all for the salvation of all people. Of course, other faiths
contain some truth about God, for God never leaves himself without witness. But
God’s final word to the human race is Jesus. Jesus does not replace other faiths
and religious traditions; he fulfills them. Jesus doesn’t just stand with Moses and
Elijah and Mohammed and Buddha - Jesus stands alone. Now we may not like
this. We may even choose not to agree with it but I can’t see how we can
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conclude anything else from the mountain-top vision. “When the voice had
spoken, Jesus was found alone.”

      I remember a funeral service here for one of our members. I knew there
would be some Jewish people and Jewish religious leaders present. As I prepared
I was tempted to skip my usual reference to Jesus and God’s way of salvation in
Him. Then I realized that I couldn’t do that. I knew I must proclaim the Gospel
as God has called me to do. So I preached Jesus and lifted him up as I always do
at funerals - as the One given by God in love for all people, the One who died for
the sins of the world and rose again, the One who is the resurrection and the life,
the One through whom we come to the Father, the One through whom God gives
eternal life. Perhaps no one was converted, but no one walked out, either, and
I was warmly greeted afterwards by some of our Jewish friends.

     The church’s challenge is to uplift and glorify Jesus as the unique,
irreplaceable Son of God, while at the same time loving our neighbours of other
faiths and traditions. Actually if we listen to Jesus as God commands, that’s
exactly what we will learn to do. 

    “When the voice had spoken, Jesus was found alone.” We lift up Jesus and
glorify him because God did it first; we don’t glorify ourselves or put ourselves
above others; we glorify and lift up Jesus.   Jesus said, “And I, when I am lifted
up from the earth will draw all people to myself.” 

     But now remember our big truth for today - the Jesus who was found alone
on the mountain comes down to be with us in the valleys. The next day, when
they had come down from the mountain, a great crowd met them. A man deeply
troubled by his son’s illness begged Jesus to help him. Jesus’ other disciples had
tried but failed to cast out a demon from the boy. Jesus said, “O faithless and
perverse generation. How much longer must I be with you and bear with you?
Bring your son here.” Even as the boy was coming to Jesus, the demon threw him
to the ground in convulsions. But Jesus rebuked the unclean spirit, healed the boy
and gave him back to his father.

     The Jesus who stood alone on the mountain came down into the valleys. He
came back down into the world of worried parents, valleys where people are
troubled by demons of various kinds, valleys full of faithless and wayward people.
That’s where Jesus was most found - in the valleys of human need. Jesus never
despised the low places.  He was born in Bethlehem’s stable, and spent his
ministry hanging out with sinners and the sick and the broken people. The Son
of God never grasped after equality with God but humbled himself and became
obedient unto death, even death on a Cross. He departed at Jerusalem and was
then raised to the highest place by his Father. But he does not stay on the
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mountain of heavenly glory. Jesus comes now by the power of the Holy Spirit into
the valleys of life.  Jesus comes to be with perplexed parents. Jesus comes to the
sick and the demon possessed. He comes to places of trouble and despair, doing
God’s work, sometimes in spectacular ways, sometimes quietly. I think of the
young people, some of whom we know, whose lives have been given a new start
at Teen Challenge. That to me is a sign of Jesus’ presence and power among us.

    Jesus comes to his church, even when it is wayward. The One who bore the
sins of the world bears with us even now. We may sometimes be perverse and
unbelieving, but Jesus has our back! He is strong when we are weak, courageous
when we are faltering, faithful when we are faithless. He is with us. So the church
is comforted and encouraged as we work in Jesus’ Name and on his behalf.

   There is a clip on YouTube showing two churches that were flattened in Haiti
by the earthquake. But in each church a huge wooden cross was left standing
undamaged. That surely reminds us that Jesus is there in that shattered land,
ministering among the people, working through all the relief efforts and even in
ways we can’t see.  This is the great thing about Jesus. He is high and lifted up
yet comes down into the valleys bringing God’s power and God’s love and God’s
hope and God’s guidance. And when we who bear his Name slip into the valley
of the shadow of death, the Risen One will meet us and bring us to the Father’s
house. “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no
evil for thou art with me.”

     In this world we will not have the same experience as the three disciples had
on the mountain-top, but we can still know and experience the presence of Jesus
right here in the valleys of life!

     A man named Donald Caskie was minister of the Scottish Church in Paris
during World War 2 when Nazi Forces invaded the city. Caskie organized an
escape route for prisoners of war to go back to England. But then he was
betrayed and captured, tortured and flung into prison. As he looked around the
prison he thought, “This must be hell.” But eventually he began praying and
singing Psalms. And as he did, Donald Caskie wrote, “I felt the Lord’s arm go
around me. I with Him and he was with me.” And many of us can testify to
knowing the real presence and comfort and strength of Jesus in life’s valleys.

     The Jesus who was found alone on the mountain comes down to be with us
in the valleys. So don’t lose heart. Look up to him in prayer and faith, and look
down too. For no matter what valley you are in, you can be sure that Jesus is
here too and that his power is at work in your life. No valley is too deep for our
Lord. And as he meets you there He will lift you into the light and peace of his
presence.   
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