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 I grew up in Illinois. For those who have never been there, Illinois has no mountains. 

There are parts of the state, especially in the southern and northwestern parts, that are beautiful 

and rolling, but I didn’t live there. I lived on the prairie. It was flat, flat, flat. Nothing but corn as 

far as the eye could see. We didn’t travel a lot when I was a kid, so I don’t think I actually saw a 

mountain until I was in college. And even now, whenever I see the mountains I am amazed at the 

immensity of them. 

 

 And going up a mountain to gain a perspective on the land from such a great height is 

always a thrill. So I can relate, somewhat, to the writers of scripture who saw the mountains as 

mysterious and terrifying. At times the cloud cover on a mountain top is thick like smoke and 

those of us below are left wondering what might be happening in the darkness, what strange 

reality may be unfolding. And so mountains became a natural place for the seat of God. Where 

else could God gain the perspective on us needed to watch over and keep us? How else could 

God stand remote from us and yet be near us at the same time? God doesn’t live in some ethereal 

alternate dimension God lives with us but removed from us—on the mountain. 

 

 Mountains are part of what the author Belden C. Lane in his book The Solace of Fierce 

Landscapes, calls ‘the mythic landscape.’ Mountains represent in many cultures a place of 

mystery and inspiration, even theophany and revelation as we find in the gospels at the 

Transfiguration. So it’s no surprise that Isaiah imagines God’s peaceable kingdom beginning on 

a mountaintop. God’s holy mountain is where the world will begin anew and all will be in 

harmony. 

 

 It’s a vision of the future that reveals God’s intention for creation, a new heaven and a 

new earth. Injustice and hunger, sickness and grief will come to an end. The people will no 

longer be objects of scorn but will be a delight. The work they do will be for sustenance and not 

to feed other powers. Their homes will belong to them and no one will exile them ever again. 

And because they will have justice, the whole created order will be transformed. Predatory 

relationships will be ended; even wolves and lambs will feed alongside one another and lions 

will become vegetarians. And then what happens? Then the whole world will be God’s holy 

mountain. 

 

 It’s an image that makes the connection between justice among people and justice in the 

earth. So long as there is exploitation and war and poverty and fear among humans, the earth and 

everything in it will suffer. We see that happening every time we turn on the news. Think of the 

destruction caused to the planet by aerial bombing, clear-cutting rain forests, mountaintop 

removal for mining. The damage to the people affected is horrific but the damage to ecosystems 

and terrain is unimaginable. I suppose it’s possible to replant a rain forest and after 50 or a 

hundred years it may recover, but how do we replace a mountaintop? The things we’re doing 

can’t be undone.  

 



 How long will it be before the mountains no longer represent the seat of God or a 

peaceable kingdom but an indictment on us and our short-sightedness, our inability to treat the 

planet with reverence? And if there is a connection between our treatment of one another and 

how we care for the earth, then maybe it’s like tossing a stone into a pond, the ripples begin at 

the center and move out.  

 

 This morning we’re going to hear about one way we can begin repairing the damage of 

war and poverty. Right now in the world there are over 68 million people who are refugees. 

What does the vision from Isaiah offer us as an expression of God’s desire for those living as 

refugees? “They shall build homes and inhabit them, plant vineyards and eat their fruit…They 

shall not labor in vain, or bear children for calamity…” If there’s one thing I hope we’ve learned 

over these last weeks of this Season of Creation, it’s that God has a desire for us and for the 

earth, but unless we participate in that desire, unless we are willing to share in bringing it to 

fruition, it will never be accomplished. Over and over I’m reminded of the words of Bishop 

Desmond Tutu: “Without God we cannot, without us God will not.”  

 

 It’s so easy to imagine from our limited perspective that events in the world have a life of 

their own; that things will unfold in some pre-determined way that’s out of our hands. But what 

our tradition tells us through the Torah, the life of Israel, the teachings of Jesus is we are agents 

in this world, we can affect change. The choices we make send ripples through the cosmos. 

That’s not some new-age-y, hippy dippy idea; it’s a reality. Decisions made by us and on behalf 

of us have an effect on people and ecosystems all over the world. I don’t think that’s always been 

true; it wasn’t true in the biblical world but it is undeniable now. Choices we make right here in 

western New York have consequences for people in Indonesia and Honduras and Syria and 

Eritrea. And that goes for the effect we have on the planet as well.  

 

 This Sunday I was intending to focus on Mountain Sunday. And maybe in a certain way 

this challenge we’re facing is a sort of ascent. We’re trying to make our way up; up out of 

turmoil and division, out of desecration of the land and destruction of lives, out of hatred and 

violence, impoverishment and neglect. We’re making our way up the mountain, or maybe just to 

the mountain, where we can finally see the world in a new way, where we can gain perspective 

and see things as they really are. We’re trying to find our way to God’s holy mountain where 

we’re no longer condemned to hurt and destroy. Folks, we gotta make this climb! And the first 

step is admitting we can.  

 

Amen 


