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2 Kings 2:1-12 
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2 Corinthians 4:306  
Mark 9:2-9 

 
"On the Mountaintop" 

 
Our Gospel text takes us to the top of a mountain, and there Mark presents us with a heightened 
moment, one of those rare times when God is experienced directly, and in the process, everyone 
present seems to change. 
 
On the mountaintop Jesus' physical appearance changes in dramatic fashion. As Peter, James and 
John look on, he’s “transfigured [right] before them," the text says, and “his clothes became dazzling 
white, such as no one on earth could bleach them." Jesus seems spirit-filled in appearance and 
somehow empowered in the moment with a kind of divine countenance.  
 
Now I think for many of us who encounter this passage from Mark’s Gospel, what is actually 
reported is rather hard to swallow at first blush. Few of us can lay claim to such a large experience as 
“transfiguration,” and fewer still might have stories to tell about genuine encounter with the Divine. 
So, no matter whether you can claim a close encounter with God, or simply have a strong sense of 
his presence in your life, I think most of us can agree on one thing: when that “mountaintop 
experience” happens, it really can change everything.   
 
Just ask Peter. At the precise moment when Jesus is transfigured at the top pf the mountain, a vision 
of Elijah and Moses appear alongside him. Peter is ecstatic over what he sees. There, right in front 
of him, is Jesus, dazzling like some kind of cosmic phoenix. And right alongside Jesus, appearing as 
if out of nowhere, are Moses, the great patriarch of the Hebrew law, and Elijah, the prophet who 
was taken up miraculously to heaven in a whirlwind. Peter can hardly believe what he's seeing, and in 
an impetuous moment, he offers to build right there a tabernacle for Jesus, Moses, and Elijah to 
memorialize his what he’s experienced. Now, if you've ever been to Washington D.C, you can 
probably understand why memorials are built, can't you? This moment really needs a memorial 
doesn’t it?!  
 
But before Peter can even begin his work building tabernacles, God speaks out of a cloud that 
covers the mountaintop: “This is my Son," he booms, "the Beloved; listen to him!"  It’s the same 

voice of God that spoke when Jesus was baptized by John the Baptist—but with a big difference.  
Here, God demands that Peter and his companions on the mountaintop focus their attention solely 
on Jesus, as he commands them to—and I quote—“listen to him.” It’s like God’s saying, “Don’t 
look at Moses; don’t focus on Elijah. No! Look at Jesus and only Jesus.  Listen only to him!”   
 
Now being addressed directly by God has got to get your attention! But seriously, in the disciples' 
case, it does a lot more than that, as it causes right then a wholesale shift in their perspective. At one 
moment they see Moses and Elijah before them, but in the next, as they're enveloped by the cloud 
of God and commanded to listen only to Jesus, it is only Jesus who they now see. Their perspective, 
the focus of their lives that allows them to differentiate between fact and fiction, has suddenly 
changed. Before, in the valley, they were followers of an inspired prophet named Jesus, grounded in 
the law of Moses and the prophetic word of Elijah. But now, in a sacred place on the mountaintop, 
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they've became Christians, focused on no one but Jesus and only Jesus. Spiritual transformation takes 
place when the perspective is narrowed to what really matters. 
 
But that still leaves one very important question: what happens to us in all this? How do we fit into this 
miraculous moment of transfiguration that happened almost two thousand years ago? Are our 
"mountaintop experiences" even close to what Mark describes? Or is Mark's account of the 
transfiguration simply an inflated story by an over-spirited, impetuous believer—someone like Peter? 
For me, the answer just might be found in a personal trip I took with my wife Ruth to a 
mountaintop in Colorado. 
 
During the summer of 2006, Ruth and I traveled to Breckenridge, Colorado to do some serious 
mountain climbing. On the third day of our stay in Breckenridge, we set off for the Mohawk Lakes, 
not far from Vail Pass. This area used to be a rich mining community back in the 1880's. Our hike 
seemed to cover a lifetime. We started out at the beginning, at the trailhead, about eight thousand 
feet above sea level, and ascended up to a series of three natural stages, or plateaus, along the trail 
before we could see the end, the real mountaintop .   
  
The first stage, which was at about ten thousand feet, was at an old mining camp at the base of the 
entrance to an old, abandoned mine shaft. Log cabin remnants and a mess hall were still 
evident. And signs of abandoned gold-rush activity were all around us: an old shoe lay on the 
ground; rusted hopper cars were scattered about; and a once-elaborate conveyor system lay in 
shambles, with its steel line still connected to the mine entrance way up the hill, still holding on to 
God knows what. No people were there, but a sense of their prior presence was palpable.   
  
The second stage came at about a thousand feet further up the trail, perhaps at about eleven 
thousand feet, right at the top of the tree-line. There, we came upon the most beautiful lake, full of 
fish and teaming with wildlife all around: gophers scurrying in and out of their burrows, ant hills 
spotting the landscape, and an occasional crow to break the silence. This was a place for Nature to 
simply thrive—free of care or worry...or people. This was a place for the birds only. We were clearly 
just visitors. 
  
The third and final stage was above the tree line, at above twelve thousand feet, where we came to 
yet another lake. This third plateau was situated right up against a rock face that soared to the top of 
the mountain. The summit literally touched and parted the clouds as they raced by. No trees, scant 
plant life, no gophers, no birds. It was day, but silent like night. We were at our destination, at our 
mountaintop, and while all was pitch quiet, whatever was there spoke to us like a babbling 
brook. The world at this final stage was a place that seemed in the mind's eye. We'd hiked above 
civilization, above the place of Nature, and we were now in a place of almost pure contemplation. It 
was an extremely peaceful place. We stood there, quiet, just surveying the placid lake before us as if 
we'd discovered something altogether new, but awfully hard to describe. 
  
Climbing down the mountain was easier than climbing up, and our return-journey flew by in a 
blur. But with every step we took coming down the mountain, my mind was going over and over all 
that we'd seen, trying to make sense of it all. The three stages we’d climbed through—the mining 
camp, once full of human life and now only full of memories; the first lake full of natural life; and 
the final lake with little life at all: all three stages suggested a path we all travel through our natural 
lives. Maybe the trip was telling us a bit about where we'd been. Or perhaps it was telling us about 
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where we might be heading. Maybe...but the message was hard to fully comprehend in the moment 
we experienced it. 
  
Place—in this case, that physical spot on the top of a mountain in Colorado—has a profound effect 
on who we are and what we become. An afternoon at the top of a mountain in Colorado can be eye 
opening; it can change our perspective; and it can make us wonder: Was God at the top of that  
mountain?  I have no proof, but everything about the place seemed to suggest Divine presence.   
 
And you know, it will probably take a lifetime to understand fully how an encounter with God 
above the tree line can transform a life. But I know this: once we all come down from our 
mountaintop experiences, all is not lost; we have our memories. And it's the memory of what we’ve  
experienced of God on the mountaintop that is the real seed of faith in something that is beyond all 
knowing, but equally life-giving. 
 
In the last line from our Mark's Gospel text this morning, as Jesus and his disciples were coming 

down from the mountain, Jesus orders them to tell no one what they'd seen until later—much later 
and after he's died and been resurrected. It's as if he is saying that it's more important for them to internalize 
what they've experienced, and then test it against all that they will experience in the future, for the truth of what they've 
experienced to be fully understood. And only then will they see that what appeared as fantasy on the mountaintop, was 
indeed the seed to a greater reality, a greater life in something as transfigured as Christ on the top of that mountain. 
 
Time will tell, but with each passing day, I feel like I'm getting closer to the truth that Jesus speaks 

about. And I know this: it's found wherever God is, somewhere up there—on the mountaintop. 
 
Thanks be to God. 

 


