Scaling Our Spiritual Mountains

Those who attend church camps, church retreats, rousing conferences centered on being passionate seekers of the truth are susceptible to the blurred reality of an emotionally run religiosity.  This happens as the spiritual experiences begin to mount into something much grander than everyday life.  It is not that true religion is emotionless, far from it.  But the emotion can begin to transport the people to what we call a spiritual mountaintop, which is not the substance of true religion but rather a mere blip of reorientation to what true religion should become: a life overwhelmed and consumed by God.

We are apt to assault that man who comes to tell us that mountaintop experiences are to be taken with a grain of salt.  We enjoy the experiences so.  And, why not enjoy the rush of adrenaline and dopamine that accompanies these emotional highs—in fact, they’re God’s inborn chemical reward system.  Let us examine these so-called mountaintop experiences and make a few observations concerning them.
I. God never intended that we should live on mountaintops.  

Sure, the view is great (a clue to the nature of mountaintops), but there is scarce vegetation above the timberline.  The extreme elevations of mountain summits are not a welcoming location for a person to set up tent—or build shelters (consider Peter’s remarks while on the mountain during the Transfiguration).  Do you want to hunt and gather in a virtual wasteland?  There is no wildlife on which to subsist, no abundance of plant nutriments available.

Then, there is no spiritual nutrition to be found on a spiritual mountaintop.  When you are transported by God to a remote area at the apex of a mountain, you will find that there is no true grit required and no real room to grow.  You may make resolutions there, and you may be inclined to speak the readily available words of abandon to God, but there is no real pressing force against such speech.  There is nothing to hinder our extravagance of phrase toward God while we’re on the mountain.  We feel enveloped in His merciful embrace.  “Why worry about the oh-so-low valleys from which we’ve just ascended?” we muse to ourselves.  And although we don’t expect a response to our rhetorical fancy, one does arrive.  As sure as we stand on the mountain, the reality-check of a response hastens to us, “Don’t worry about the valleys behind, but look there.  Advance toward the precipice ahead and gaze down into that valley.  That comes next.”
II. The lofty elevation may deceive us into thinking that on mountaintops we are closer to God than when we are in the valleys.  

For symbolism, we are taught to lift our hands up to the heavens in worship that we might reach out to God and find Him all the nearer because we have reached upward toward Him.  But have we ever considered the thought that, if God is everywhere, we are no closer to Him on the mountaintop than we are in the valley?  Even still, considering that God’s Spirit richly indwells His children, we may pose that reaching inwardly toward our own bodies may be allowing our hands to be nearer God than when we outstretch our arms toward heaven, toward some rooftop.


One major danger of mountaintops is the erroneous devaluation of the valleys in a spiritual sense.  In the Gospels, Christ does not ascend mountains on a regular basis; rather, the prevailing majority of the accounts center on Christ’s ministry among people as He served them.  Never undervalue the purpose of the valley: it is the very canvas upon which we pain with our lives.  We add nothing to the beauty of the mountaintop with our presence, but we can work with our hands in the hard and potentially fertile vale to bring forth lush plant life.  We live in the valley and should feel at home there.
III. Sensational mountaintop experiences can stifle our fellowship with God because they become our idol.  

We would never speak more highly of an experience than we would speak of God, would we?  “What did you enjoy about the trip?” is a common inquiry given when returning from a trip driven by a rousing emotional response.  The problem is that these experiences are so very scintillating—marvel at how they sparkle.  And they are also very titillating—oh, how they excite us so.  But we walk into them in order to get an up-close of their beauty, and as we admire them, we begin to venerate them.


But there is a problem: The experience is not God.  We find ourselves fondling the experience in our mind, running our mental fingers through it as an enamored youth’s fingers through his lover’s hair.  It is new and exciting, and we lose sight of God—and for what?  In God’s place, we clutch the flavor of insipid memories.  “Taste and see that the Lord, He is good.”
IV. Mountaintops imply that there are areas of much, much lower ground.

Let’s assume, for a moment, that while on a mountaintop, our focus is on God and not the experience itself, as it ought to be.  Then, our understanding of the mountaintop is no longer the exhilaration of the experience, but our exhilaration with God.  But, there is a hitch here: this extreme exhilaration with God on the mountain implies that there are times of much, much less intense exhilaration with God.  A mountain implies that the surrounding area is at a much lower altitude, and a lower altitude, in our scenario, would mean a lesser passion for God.


Mountaintop experiences—in concept—let us down by being only a gem among the rough in our relationship with God.  Why do we fail to rouse ourselves in making our lives dedicated to God consistently—without the lows?  A man without spiritual lows is a man more consistently related to God than a man with mighty highs whose life is also littered with lows.  We need to learn the secret of consistency before God.
V. Mountaintop dwellers meet very few people on the mountaintop.

That is, they dwell among the breathtaking views quite removed from the society scattered all around them in the valleys.  The scarcity (or complete absence) of settlements on mountaintop should tell Christians where they ought to spend their time.  God has not called us—as some monasteries falsely allude—to a life of seclusion.  Monks and nuns toiling away as hermits are not fit to be emissaries for God for one reason: they are not going as Christ has commanded us.  

Those who live on mountaintops or pine away longing for them after they have descended from them miss the fact that the mountaintop mentality does not work with people living in the valley (similar to the Allegory of the Cave).  People on a mountain may be perfectly content to live their in safety while a flood cleans out the basin all around beneath them.  And, following their descent into the valley below, a sort of spiritual culture shock may send a person constantly seeking to re-attain to a mountaintop for its comfort.
VI. Mountaintops are good primarily for one reason: to connect with God.

While in the valley, our view is easily obscured with work and service and ministry and needs that we may lose sight of God in the little things.  We may have faith enough that He is there with us through the valleys, but we are yet having our candle burned to its end.  On the mountain, we can catch sight of God so much more clearly because the hindrances are replaced with God Himself.  The danger in finding God on a mountaintop is developing the false notion that, because God is here and I can feel Him here, I tend to associate this closeness to God with the experience, and the experience itself can trigger the same religious ecstasy.


To the contrary, we should find, when we reach the mountaintop, that God is all around.  We should be able to look in all directions, upon the valleys before and behind, and find God’s presence hovering across the land far off into the 360° horizon.  This rarefied panorama of God’s presence is a unique spiritual moment because we can sense with such clarity that God is with us.  But never, ever replace God with this experience.  To do so is idolatry.
