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Once again this year, our council retreat was a “mountain-top” experience…

In the presence of Christ: we gathered, talked, and got to know each other better.

We laughed, played silly games, prayed, and shared our experiences.  Didn’t get much sleep!

We studied God’s Word, ate God’s meal, and dreamed for God’s Church.  

The Xavier center, where we hold the annual council retreat, is really a special place.

The hospitality of the Sisters of Charity is unparalleled.

As I came home yesterday, I was reminded of another mountain top place in my life…

Located on top of a hill, Gettysburg Seminary will always hold a special place in my heart.

Steeped in history, at one time in the midst of one of the worst battles of the civil war; 
Gettysburg Lutheran Seminary is now a peace-filled place amid the beautiful rolling hills of Pa.

Nightly, I would walk after supper with friends along the ridge to the Gen. Lee monument.

On the way back, the sun would set behind ancient canons – it was truly a marvelous site.

Later in the evening, we’d gather at the chapel and sing ‘Evening Prayer’.

Can remember never wanting to leave… I especially didn’t want to leave after the first year.

But I had to leave that place which felt so familiar and comfortable for my C.P.E.

I came down from the “glorious hill” to work for 11 weeks as a chaplain at UMDNJ in Newark.

Nightly sunset strolls were replaced with walking through windowless hallways of a hospital. 
I can vividly remember my first overnight duty. 

I went down to the E.R. to introduce myself and found myself instantly put to work…

A teenager had been riding his bike and was hit by a city bus.  He died not too long after. 

I was asked to be with the family as they went in to see their child… go with them and pray.
Talk about coming off the mountain top!

I could not have gotten any further from the glorious seminary on a hill with its peaceful sunsets.

I muddled through a prayer – it was the best I could offer but woefully inadequate –
Not really knowing what to do, I stayed with that grief-stricken family… was simply present.

And I watched as those more stilled –doctors/nurses/social workers/security guards- attended to their needs.

What I in that place saw was simply amazing… 

The same Jesus (who I had worshipped on the glorious hill in Gettysburg) was present in Newark.

Through the care of others, I watched Jesus walk with that family through the valley of death. 

I know why Peter wanted to build little shacks on that mount of Transfiguration.

“Lord, it is good for us to be here; if you wish, I will make three dwelling places…”

I’ll build you a place to stay, and then I’ll camp out myself…

Far away from Emergency Rooms and all the struggles we encounter on level ground.

If only we could stay on the mountain, but life beckons us to go down the glorious hill…

Down to level ground where most of life is lived.

Lord knows, the level ground can be a rough place.

Whose life isn’t filled with challenges?
Challenges from our jobs, our families, and our health… the list goes on and on.

Add to the mix, busy schedules, traffic, & a limited number of hours/day and you have a real mess.

No matter how hard we try to clean things up, life on the level ground is messy.

That doesn’t stop us from trying, though.

And there are certainly those who are more than willing to lend a hand – for a price.

Tonight on our TVs, at millions of dollars a minute, we’ll be given a whole heap of suggestions.

Those clever commercials will try and sell us all the things we ‘simply need’ to get by.

Super Bowl commercials are just part of a larger wisdom that says to get by we need to focus on us.
We talked on our council retreat about the real danger of bringing this wisdom into the church. 

If we aren’t careful, as we get caught up with life on the level ground, 

It is all too easy - to allow the Church to stay focused on us, to become inwardly focused.

It is all too easy to follow Peter’s plan to build a shack on a hill for us and Jesus.

Giving into this temptation leads to a dreadful disconnection…
What happens on a Sunday – no matter how glorious – never makes it to Monday.

The invitation to respond to God’s grace is left unanswered as folks go about life unchanged…

Spending habits, morality, compassion, generosity – all remained unaltered.

God wants more for us… expects more from us as Christ’s Church!

Heading down the mountaintop, Jesus tells his disciples not to focus on visions of glory…

Instead he invites them to go with him along a path that leads to a cross and an empty tomb.

Here we see the very movement of the gospel….

From glory beyond our imagination, the Christ descends to the life we know all too well.

To be with the ones who are infected with disease as well as with those who are healthy,

With the poor who struggle to get by and with the rich who struggle for meaning,

With the alcoholic who struggles with addiction and with those who take sobriety for granted,

With those who are being teased at school as well as with those who are popular there,

With those who drop out of school and with the straight “A” student going onto college,

With those unable to leave their beds without help, and those who get up early for work.
God, in Jesus Christ, has chosen to live with us and walk with us
In doing so offers us an alternative way of living… 
Instead of making the goal of each day to “get as much as we can” FOR US…

As Christians we are invited to live each day FOR OTHERS… 

To reach out our hands to those who have stumbled, to those who are down and lift them up… 

To reach out when we have fallen to those who will show us Christ’s care.
To ever keep the doors and the focus of this Church open to those who are outside.
To follow the movement of Jesus into every life that is lived on the level ground…

For that is where the Christ is headed with all the love, forgiveness, and hope of God.
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