Sermon:  On the Mountain Top with Fear
Preached by John M. Hull in the chapel of the Queen’s Foundation,
on Tuesday 5th February 2008
The American Jewish psychologist Abraham Maslow, who died in 1970, was interested in transforming experiences. He described these as accompanied by a sense of joy and freedom, a feeling of oneness with all life, a sense of cosmic beauty and unity, and they were usually  described as being experienced with wonder, often awe, and as having mystical or religious qualities. Maslow believed that such experiences often arose quite suddenly and unexpectedly, although he also wrote about the circumstances or triggers that might sometimes arouse them, such as feeling the majesty of nature, the wonder of love, or even the shattering impact of tragedy or loss. 

Maslow called such happenings ‘peak experiences’. His research indicated that some people seem to be frequent speakers, while for others such peaks of transcendent meaning and joy are only experienced once or twice in a life time. He thought that all human beings have a capacity for peak experiences but in some people this capacity is resisted or suppressed for various reasons.
Our readings this evening have described two such experiences, which were quite literally peak events in that they are described as taking place on mountain tops. Both were moments of majesty and beauty, when the veil that often seems to cover our sense of deep meaning was pulled aside, and what was revealed was a transcendent truth, an almost indescribable radiance of divine presence.

And yet in both accounts we find a strange, apparently inexplicable feature: the presence of fear. The story of the Transfiguration of Jesus, for example, says that the three disciples of Jesus were not just slightly taken aback or alarmed; they were terrified. This becomes all the more strange if we consider the other circumstances in the gospels where the followers of Jesus were fearful. There was the time in the storm of the lake. It is understandable that in a dangerous and violent storm, with the ship likely to be swamped and the wind howling like a mad thing that the fishermen should have been afraid. Certainly, the greatest fear fell upon them not during the storm, but just after it had stopped. That was really stunned them, but they were in any case in a frightening situation. Take another instance, when they saw Jesus walking towards them on the water. They were naturally terrified, because they thought it was a ghost, and anyway it was at night out on the lake and it was often a bit spooky. But what are we to say of the fear of the women at the empty tomb, when the young man in what told them that Jesus had risen? They said nothing to anyone because they were terrified. What kind of fear is this?  Indeed, what kinds of fear are there? Can there be different varieties of fear?  Many psychologists distinguish between fear and anxiety. Fear, they suggest, is specific; anxiety is general. You are afraid of a fierce dog, or of a dark corner of the park when you are coming home at night. 

I used to work in my office quite late at night, when I was in the University of Birmingham by eleven o’clock, the building would be completely deserted, silent and empty. The vibrations of the day, of people walking on the floor above you, the distant sound of voices and laughter, all had gone silent.  As I was about to leave my office, I sometimes paused before opening the door. A horrifying image of a brutal man, standing outside my door, with his back to the opposite wall, and his hands stretched out to grab me by the throat suddenly appalled me. Then I would call myself a fool, and open the door and go along the corridor and get into the lift.

On one such occasion, once in the lift, I swung my cane around, just to make sure I was the only person in it. My cane struck what seemed to be a trouser leg, but whoever it was made no sound. The lift stopped at the next floor, the door opened, and with heavy male footsteps the stranger left, still without uttering a word. I sometimes wonder if that was my killer, who perhaps lost his nerve when he saw what a huge bloke he had to deal with.

Anxiety, however, is not like this.  Anxiety is deeper and more distressing. It is the fear of the unknown, the fear of nothing, of nothingness, the vague and unspecified concern about our whole existence, when we feel we are hanging over the abyss of non-existence. This feeling of general anxiety is very uncomfortable, and most people deal with it by turning it into fear, that is, by explaining this deep anxiety as focussed upon being late for an important appointment, or the fear of having cancer. These specific things we can mostly cope with, but who can manage the dread of nothingness? 

The theologian who wrote most profoundly about this experience was the Dane, Soren Kierkegaard, of the early middle 19th century. Kierkegaard wrote two books about it, one called ‘The Concept of Dread’ and the other called ‘Fear and Trembling’. Kierkegaard spoke of the dread of ceasing to be, and of the trembling that comes upon us when we are in the presence of the ultimate meaning of life, when we catch a glimpse of the eternal being, the Creator God. Is not this what Peter, James and John experienced on the mountain top? They had thought they were the disciples of a remarkable teacher from Nazareth. Suddenly they were in the presence of a divine radiance, so profound and so unearthly that they fell to the ground with horror. See also how Peter dealt with this encounter with the divine. He turned it into something specific, something he could actually do. ‘Let us make three huts for you and Moses and Elijah’.

This is human, all too human. How often do we deal with the fear of the living God by turning it into an irritation with the choice of hymns, or of the preachers manner? True sometimes the hymns are terrible and the preacher’s manner is annoying, but often, behind this, is the discomfort, the peril, of being on the very thresh hold of the divine.

Who can stand before the Holy One of Israel? Who can bear that gaze?

How then are we to cope with the fear of the Lord?  By staying with it, by facing it rather than turning our backs upon it, and by refusing to trivialise it.  In a sense, Peter’s heart was in the right place when he said ‘It is good for us to be here.’  The problem was that he wanted to turn the contemplation of the vision into a makeshift do-it-yourself job.  ‘Let us make three huts for you.’

For the vision which fills us with fear is also the love that draws us in.  It is love that overcomes fear, love that unites where fear divides, love that heals the fear that wounds, love that is stronger than our fear. So don’t be afraid! His love is stronger. his love is stronger than your fear. Don’t be afraid, his love is stronger, and he has promised to be always near.
