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Exodus 20:1-18 
Mark 9:1-9 
  
This morning we have read about two spiritual experiences which happened on or 
around mountains. At Mount Sinai God gave Moses and the people the ten 
commandments, with great thunders and quakes of the earth and other meteorological 
phenomena. And at the mount of Transfiguration, Jesus was transformed before his 
wondering disciples, so that they could see something of the glory which was and is his 
by right. One event was about giving rules for life, the other was about turning our eyes 
to the wonder of Jesus. But both were on mountains. 
 
I wonder if you have ever heard someone describe an events as a “mountain-top 
experience”? It is a phrase which is derived from the story of the mount of 
transfiguration, where Peter, James and John learned to see Jesus in a different way. It 
transformed their understanding of Jesus and probably therefore of just about 
everything else, including themselves. It was a red-letter day for them, and just for these 
three (though it was probably also a red-letter day for Jesus!) not for the rest of the 
disciples, and not for God's people a a whole. And very often we tend to think of a 
mountain-top experience as an individual thing, a time when we have a personal 
revelation from God, something private, transforming, but in itself just for me.  
 
But that isn't really right. Peter, James and John did not keep this experience to 
themselves, Jesus told them not to speak of it right away, because he knew it could 
distract the wider community and give a false impression of how he was going to live 
out God's glory and his calling as God's Son. But after he had risen from the dead, after 
all that he knew lay ahead had been done and shown, then they were to tell of it, 
because this individual experience would help others to put together the whole picture 
of who Jesus was and just what he did and why.  
 
Peter, of course, wanted to live on the mountain-top. He wanted to stay in the wonder 
and bliss of Jesus' divine presence, and who wouldn't. But the disciples were marched 
off down the hill by Jesus, back to the people in the valley below, who were waiting with 
their needs and problems. The time on the mountain-top was to help them to respond 
better to people loved by God. 
 
We, of course, take hills and mountains for granted, in that we see them every day. I 
hope that we do not take them for granted if we decide to take on their challenge and 
climb in and on them. I wanted us to think about mountains and spiritual mountain top 
events today because this year, when they are celebrating seventy years of activity, 
Christian Aid Scotland has been focusing on mountains. Those of you who get emails 
and post from Christian Aid will be aware that way back at the beginning of the year 
Christian Aid said that this year they would take people up seventy of Scotland's 



Munros, between February and October, to raise funds, and to think about what God 
teaches us through mountains, and how the act of walking and climbing brings us into 
solidarity with the poor of the world. 
 
The Christian Aid walkers go in groups, which is usually wise in the mountains. 
However I did read, in last Saturday's “Herald”, a piece by our neighbour Cameron 
MacNeish, where he described a walk in the hills where he sought solitude and was 
pursued by a voluble bunch of walkers who would not overtake him, even when he 
stopped to let them do so! Sometimes it is important to be alone in the hills and to make 
a solitary pilgrimage. But then we have to come back to the world and to the people who 
need us. 
 
During the exodus of God's people from Egypt and their pilgrimage to the promised 
land, Moses made a solitary trek up Mount Sinai to be given the commandments from 
God. His journey was made in solitude, but the commands he was given were about life 
in community. If you think about it, the summary of the Ten Commandments, given by 
Jesus, who said that two things summarised all the law and the prophets, puts 
community at their heart. In his summary, Jesus said “Love the Lord your God with all 
your heart, with all your soul, with all your strength, and with all your mind, and love your 
neighbour as yourself.” (Luke 10:27) 
 
This neighbourliness is emphasised by Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann 
who said: 
 

“The new commands at Sinai voiced YHWH's dream of a neighbourhood, YHWH's 
intention for the common good.....They are not rules for deep moralism. They are 
not common sense rules designed to clobber and scold people. Rather, they are 
the most elemental statement of how to organise social power and social goods for 
the common benefit of the community.” 

 
Christian Aid was born out of the desperate need seen in many parts of Europe, 
Germany not least, at the end of the second World War. Christian leaders from Britain 
and Ireland began the movement to help the many refugees in Europe; at that time they 
called themselves “Christian Reconstruction in Europe” and their purpose was not to 
evangelise but to alleviate suffering of people, no matter what their faith or nationality. It 
was only in 1964 that the name Christian Aid was adopted by the organisation, and that 
was on the back of the first few “Christian Aid Weeks” - the fundraising event gave birth 
to the new name. By then, of course the organisation was working far beyond Europe 
and had been instrumental in setting up another group – Voluntary Service Overseas. 
For many, many years Christian Aid, which is our Aid agency, the agency of the Church 
of Scotland as well as the Church of England and some others, has looked into the 
causes of poverty and campaigned to help those who cannot make needed changes 
themselves. The organisation holds a vision of the common good at its heart, a vision of 
righteous and joyful justice among humankind, a vision of a world where men and 
women may flourish and live in peace with one another.  
  
The 70 summit Christian Aid challenge was designed to show love for mountaintop 
communities. In many parts of the world we find the poorest people living on the sides 
of hills – think about it – think of the Andes, think of what till about fifty years ago, and 
advent of mass tourism was true in the Alps, think about the Ethiopian mountains, think 
of the Himalayas. So someone in Christian Aid Scotland, thought too of our own hills – 
and it once was that the Highlands were known as the poorest part of the country here 
too – and wondered if we could not mark the 70 year anniversary with something to do 



with mountains and for those who lived among mountains. It seems that whoever 
thought it up was filled with the spirit of prophecy, because of course it was thought of 
and even begun long before the devastating earthquakes in Nepal, which is one of the 
most mountainous area on the face of the earth, the home of Everest and the Sherpa 
people. 
 
These Himalayan mountains have now become a place of prayer and grief as we 
witnessed the aftermath of April's earthquakes which measured 7.8 on the Richter 
scale. At least eight million people have been affected in a country that ranks 145 out of 
the 187 countries on the United Nations' Human Development Index. Still we hear of the 
death-toll being revised upwards, as communities cut off from others for weeks are 
finally reached and their stories heard and recorded. 
 
Just after that earthquake the Christian Aid walkers were due to climb our own highest 
mountain, Ben Nevis, along the road there. When they did, they carried a Nepalese flag 
with them and prayed that the rescue and relief efforts would reach all who need them. 
 
The need in Nepal will remain enormous for a long time to come, and Christian Aid will 
be working there long after that earthquake has faded from the front of our minds. But 
they will not only be in Nepal. Doing all that they can in such an emergency is never 
done at the expense of on-going work elsewhere, in places like Ethiopia, the most 
mountainous country in Africa - I didn't know that. In parts of that country there are 
women who have to walk 8 hours a day to gather firewood to bring back and sell, 
because in their poverty they have no other way of making a living, though it is very far 
from an adequate living and makes their lives more drudgery than anything else. Such 
women can be so greatly helped by a very little starter of a goat or some chickens, to 
help her find a means of livelihood which will give more of a life. Jesus said that he 
came to bring fullness of life; Christian Aid has long said that they aim to give more life 
before death. 
 
Christian Aid is seventy years old, but it does not regard its long years of activity as a 
victory. The aim is to work till they are not needed, and in reality the world isn’t getting 
any fairer. Children in Gaza are going to schools pockmarked with bullet holes. Parents 
are selling their daughters in marriage to earn the money so the family can survive 
drought in Afghanistan. Life expectancy for women in Zimbabwe is now 34 years old – it 
was 65 just a decade ago. The income of some multinational companies exceeds that 
of entire countries. 
 
Mountain-top experiences for some are not times of revelation but lives of sheer 
drudgery. But God gave his people commands that are for the best ordering of society, 
so that all may have what they need for life, full life. And Jesus took his disciples down 
the mountain-side to meet the needs of the people waiting below. So we too are always 
going to be called not to live in a little spiritual bubble, just rejoicing in our own lives and 
our own closeness to God. We are called to come close to God so that we can do his 
work among those who most need it, whether they are in Ethiopia or Nepal, in Bolivia or 
Peru, or here in the Scottish mountains among which we live. 
 
And we are called to pray, knowing that it is to the God of all comfort that we pray - to 
the one who loved the mountains, who knelt and wept with much anguish on the side of 
a mountain. The one who knows so much more of the cup of human suffering than we 
dare imagine. 
 



A God who is not distant to human suffering, but who fully enters in. And, of course, 
these are not prayers one needs to walk a Munro or a mountain to pray. They are 
prayers which we can also pray as we gather around a table to meet with our Lord. 
Amen. 
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