14/6/10					Hebrews 12:18-24
I was fortunate enough to be a chaplain in the early part of this year in Zermatt. Dutifully, I attended the briefing. Whatever you do, we were told, don’t preach about mountains. We know there’s a mountain at the head of the valley, and, if every chaplain goes on about the mountains, it gets a little wearing. 
So this is the revenge of the chaplains: it’s all about the mountains! Psalm 36 speaks of God’s righteousness, “like the mighty mountains”, and the OT often uses the mountains as a picture of the utmost stability of creation. Yet Psalm 114 can speak of the mountains that “skipped like rams”, as the whole created order trembles, because of the approach of God. Sometimes a picture of stability; sometimes a picture of how everything stable can itself quake. 
And that ambivalence is on display in Zermatt itself. I undertook the chaplaincy with a couple of students, and, in the graveyard at Zermatt lie the bodies of three students killed on the Matterhorn in 1948, with their inscription from Hebrews 12:18 – you have not come to a mountain that can be touched. 
The writer of Hebrews looks back to the revelation of God’s character at the mountain Horeb, in Sinai. A day of fearful terror at God’s holiness, otherness; a day marked by darkness, storm, fire and a trumpet blast. A day that left Moses trembling with fear – unsurprisingly, as the only one allowed up the mountain itself. But, for all that, a mountain that he walked on, a mountain that he could touch. 
But now the writer points to another mountain, that cannot be touched. He pictures it as the gathering point for God’s people again, no longer a mountain marked by fear and terror, but now another mountain, Zion, marked by festival and triumph, as God’s people gather around him in joy and confidence, not anxiety and dread. 
Anyone coming to that distinction of the mountains might reasonably want to know what has made the difference – why the one mountain and the one reaction in the days of Moses; why the other mountain and the other reaction in the days of Hebrews.
But, even before that, any mountaineer worth his or her salt might have a question to put. The English Church in Zermatt has been for me a church in the winter season, but its origins are as a church of summer, a climbers’ church. And any mountaineer coming to the Alps to climb might reasonably come to this passage of Hebrews and ask, “A mountain that cannot be touched? What would be the point of that?” Understandable – if you live for the chance to rope yourself to a mountain and to hammer pitons into it, what interest could you have in a mountain that can’t be touched.
The early mountaineers often came from that leisured class to which many clergy then belonged, and you probably know that Revd Charles Hudson was one of those killed on the Matterhorn in 1865, five years before the founding of the chaplaincy. But it is not so easy today to find mountaineers with a firm faith in God. When Joe Simpson was asked why he named his bestselling and remarkable book, “Touching the Void”, he answered that the word “void” accurately expressed his deep confidence, reinforced by his appalling fall and experience in the Andes, that there is no God. Indeed, the experience of the mountains can for some become precisely an alternative to what others might call the experience of God. Simpson again speaks of mountaineering as a sport in which it becomes possible to be so utterly “in the present” that you “feel immortal”. 
And so some mountaineers might rightly wonder these days why we gather to keep an anniversary as anything other than a quaint historical memory. By 2020, and the 150th anniversary, won’t faith of this sort simply have died out? Won’t it have become obvious that you would always choose the mountain you can touch, as being far more real than any mountain you can’t touch?
It would be nice and sweet to think that the chaplaincy and the mountaineers meet today on common ground, to give thanks. But what that little church stands for in Zermatt is no longer the faith of the majority in England, where the climbers first came from, and it’s no longer the faith of the majority of climbers. So let’s be real and honest today, because we can have no interest in marking a quaint historical moment. The Christian faith is often rejected simply because it doesn’t seem to fit the real world. Nice ideals, maybe, but simply not real. 
Well, Hebrews has something to say about reality. It speaks of the blood of Abel, the blood of the first victim of human violence. And he can stand for all the victims of violence: and that’s very real. Kyrgyzstan and Iraq, Cumbria and Switzerland – it doesn’t get more real than the blood spilled in those places. Yes, peaceful Switzerland, from where come the three teenagers on a school trip who are on trial for brutally attacking 5 German nationals, because it seemed like something to do. We are all marked by the reality of human violence, envy, pride, prejudice and all else that the Bible calls sin. But there was a time, once, when blood was spilled, the blood of Jesus Christ: again, as real a death as could be imagined. Contemplating a beautiful mountain, we can wonder whether any “god” can be as real and as solid as that reality. Yes, says the Scripture. And the one whose blood was spilled on the cross of Calvary thereby “speaks a better word” than all the blood spilled in human violence. Because there, a  God in real flesh and real blood pays the real price for all the real human violence. 
And there’s more. Hebrews speaks of the reality in history, as historical as the fall from an Andean mountain in 1985, as historical as the descent from the Matterhorn in 1865, of the cross of Jesus Christ. But it also speaks of the reality of a people who live in a joyful defiance that death shall not have the last word. Of the reality of a God who gives meaning to every very real human action because he holds it to account in judgment. 
The mountaineer might wonder what the point is in a mountain that cannot be touched. But it is a picture of men and women whose lives have been touched by a God who was himself touchable, cradled in a manger and carried to a tomb. One who came, risen, to Thomas, to invite the touch that would convince him, Thomas, that resurrection was real. The Christian believer will claim that this mountain, and what it stands for, is not less, but more real, even more solidly real, that any mountain. And that is part of the witness of Scripture: the mountains themselves will quake and  be levelled, but the people of God on Mount Zion will stand secure and steadfast.
Every year, our society meets together. This year, as we gather in a cathedral to keep an anniversary, it would be possible to be just a little proud of what we have done, indeed, of what we do. 140 years we’ve kept that little church open. We’ve maintained a ministry, there, and in other Swiss locations. And indeed, now, of course, in many other places. And it is a great thing to have done. There is proper reason for all kinds of thanksgiving today. 
And we can give thanks for what’s implied by that graveside quotation from Hebrews; we have come to understand that, for all the wonders of the Matterhorn, it is an even better thing to come to the wonders of a mountain that cannot be touched. It is an even better thing, and we will rightly long that others, perhaps most fixed on the mountains that can be touched, might come to understand with us, that there is more glory in the little finger of the baby of Bethlehem than there is in every Alp together.
We could feel just a little pleased with ourselves on such a day. But we are also about the future. And, preparing for this talk, getting to know some of the mountaineering stories that hover around and about Zermatt, I find that one question comes from the mountaineers back to me. Like the writer of Hebrews and like most of us here today, I have moved on from Sinai; I have come to the mountain that cannot be touched, to the church of the firstborn, to the God of judgment, to the blood of Christ. And, as I consider Joe Simpson and his passion to feel immortal, to be purely in the present….as I think of those ancient mountaineers, hurling themselves against the Matterhorn in equipment that was by our standards astonishingly primitive, it leaves me with one question that rather punctures any danger of feeling pleased with myself. It’s this – am I as single-mindedly, obsessively passionate about the cause that I proclaim (a mountain that cannot be touched) as these mountaineers are about the mountains that can be? 
The writer of the Hebrews sets before us Mount Horeb and Mount Zion, the first in all its dread and the second in all its glory. And the implication is that Mt Zion is a greater wonder, a more astonishing sight, a cause for deeper amazement. It is not safer, tamer, milder, yet how often I settle for a Christian character that is precisely safer, tamer and milder than it should be. 
We gather to give thanks for the existence among the mountains for 140 years of the witness to Christ of this little church. But I want to give thanks, too, for 140 years of witness to the Christian community by mountaineers (many of them consumed by their passion) as to what it means to give your everything for what you care about. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Lord God, maker of mountains,
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