
JESUS ABOUT TOWN: THE MOUNTAIN VACATION. A story sermon written and told at Mt.  Hope on June 21, 

2015 by Rev. Steven Schafer. Texts: Genesis 3: 1-8 and 1 Corinthians 10: 1-13. 

 Summer is a time for vacation. Even if you're retired and can take off any time of the year - Florida in February  

or Arizona during the cold weather - there is still something about getting away in the summer, isn't there? You can go up 

north, you can go see the kids, you can take a car trip to places you've never been. But summer is the time to go.  

 Sue and I took a mini-vacation this past week. We went to Wisconsin to attend the sixtieth wedding anniversary 

of some old friends. We spent time with other friends, too, while THEY were vacationing at Green Lake. What a beautiful 

place. It was just a few days of being away, but you come back tired and refreshed and somewhat ready to get back to 

what life is all about. If you haven't planned a vacation for sometime in the next couple of months, you need to get on it. 

Go away. Enjoy. Be renewed. 

 Jesus grew up in the home of a carpenter. He knew what it was to work hard. Think about it. Usually we think of 

carpenters as people who build buildings out of 2x4s and dry wall. But carpenters in Jesus day didn't have sheet rock or 

wooden studs to build with. In fact, if you've ever been to Israel or anywhere else in the middle east you know that the 

land is so arid that there isn't an abundance of trees and those that they have are ones that send their roots deep into the 

ground but have as little as possible exposed to the elements above ground. The water is 'down there' and not 'up here.' 

Trees in Israel are gnarled and knobby and make terrible building material. Carpenters in Israel in Jesus day - and even 

today - built with stone. No carrying 2x4's for Joseph when Jesus was a teen ager. He hauled rocks. Jesus knew hard work. 

 But in the Bible we see him doing a different kind of work. He gave up manual labor and became a teacher and a 

leader and a healer and a story teller and a miracle worker. That's hard work too - just a different kind.  

 At seminary some of the professors tell students that delivering a sermon on a Sunday morning is equivalent to an 

eight hour day of ordinary work. It's not. It's actually kind of fun. But if you are constantly up front teaching and story 

telling and lecturing and encountering people with problems they want you to help them with - if you are on the go from 

dawn to dusk trying to instruct your dozen followers about God and eternal things - if you are praying, as Jesus must have, 

all the time - if you are expending the energy it must take to heal and to do miracles (having never healed anyone nor done 

any miracles I don't actually know exactly how taxing those things must be, but wouldn't you think they would wear you 

out?). At the end of the day Jesus was tired. At the end of the week he needed that Sabbath rest. At the end of a season he 

needed a little vacation... needed it. Ministry won't ever wear out your body like building houses out of rock, but it is a 

psychic kind of fatigue one experiences. Being on call for whatever comes along 24/7 can be taxing. Caring for people 

can be exhausting. 

 We see Jesus escaping a couple of times in the gospels. One time he was surrounded by a crowd of people all 

wanting healing or food or wisdom or miracles and he and his buddies got into a boat on the Sea of Galilee and shoved off 

- leaving the people shouting after him to come back. They didn't. They just kept going out. Unfortunately, when they got 

to the other side, people were already waiting there for him. Fortunately, sailing or rowing, crossing the sea probably took 

at least a couple of hours - a time when no one could ask anything of him. I like to think he nodded off and enjoyed the 

sun and gentle breeze for a while. I like to think the disciples let him. 

 So one day Jesus decides he needs a real vacation. He is going to head up into the mountains and not even tell his 

disciples where he is going. He wants to just be alone. He wants to watch the hawks soaring in the sky. He wants to sit by 

a brook and let the bubbling water and the rippling sound sooth his soul. He wants to hike through the pristine mountains 

and enjoy the quietness and noises of nature. He wants to breath the fresh, crisp air. He wants to reconnect with God (not 

that he was ever really not connected). 

 He doesn't even tell them he's leaving. Before the sun comes up, he is gone. He slips silently out of the camp and 

heads, literally, for the hills. No one sees him go. He doesn't leave a note. He just goes. He knows that if he hesitates or 

lets anyone know, there will be 'emergencies' that keep him there. 



 But like most of us, Jesus is seldom fully disconnected even when he or we want to be. He's climbed up through 

the foothills and is on his ascent, hiking up toward the top of the mountain when his cell phone rings. He intended to leave 

it behind and then, failing that, he had planned to turn the thing off, but he hadn't. He was fairly certain he should have 

been high enough and far enough away from civilization that he shouldn't have gotten any reception, but he did. And, just 

like you or me, he couldn't not answer the thing. 

 "Hello. This is Jesus." 

 "Hi, Jesus. This is Stan. I've been working on the campaign day and night and I think we've come up with some 

good stuff. Got a minute I can tell you all about it?" 

 "Well, Stan, actually I'm away right now. I'm on a little vacation up in the mountains. Can we do this when I get 

back?" 

 "No problem. I'll give you a ring in a couple of days. But in the meantime I need to get this thing going. We've 

been doing some polling. We thought that we should go with the healing angle. You know, that's pretty sensational. It gets 

a lot of press and really draws the crowds. But the focus groups show quite clearly that hunger is a bigger issue for most 

people. They dig the healing, don't get me wrong, but most of them would rather have their bellies full. I was blown away. 

I like the miracles. I LOVED it when you fed that crowd with a couple of fish and loaves of bread. How did you do that, 

anyway?  Never mind - we find a way to feed the people and BAM - just like that, you're the biggest thing going! 

 "Hey, how about this? You do your miracle thing and turn solid rock into bread. I can see the headlines now, 

'HOLY MAN MAKES BREAD FROM STONE. THOUSANDS FED.' People will eat it up (pardon the pun). But it's going 

to get some big press and you'll be launched into stardom."  

 Jesus didn't say anything for a minute. Stan began to think they lost their connection. "That sounds tempting, 

Stan," said Jesus. "You and I both know I could do that. But the thing is, I'm afraid it might be a bit misleading. Bread 

won't satisfy the true hunger of the people. They need spiritual food. If I were to turned enough stones into bread to feed 

the entire country, they'd be hungry again the next day. I'm far more interested in the big picture. People need to be fed 

with food that feeds more than their bellies. They need food for their souls. They need forgiveness and love and 

compassion and understanding. They need to know God, Stan. I don't think stones to bread is going to do it for me. I know 

it won't for them in the long haul. They need something more substantial." 

 "OK. If that's the way you want it. But there isn't much pizzazz to that spiritual food stuff. You won't get much 

play, I'm telling you. But you're the boss. Let me come up with something else and I'll get back to you." 

 "Stan, I'm on retreat. Don't call me for a couple of days. I'll be back in town on Wednesday." 

 ”How a about putting on a show? You've got charisma, all you need is the right venue and the entire world will be 

chasing you. People want entertainment. They want music - you've seen those "American Idol" shows and that "Got 

Talent" show. They want comedy and magic and drama. If you play to the crowd, we'll make you the biggest celebrity the 

world has ever seen. Oh! I know. Here's what we'll do. We'll take you down town to one of those really large churches - 

one of those mega things. They have massive parking lots so they can accommodate huge crowds. We'll hype it really 

well. We'll have billboards and mass mailings and bumper stickers. We'll send press releases to all the TV and radio 

stations. We'll get interviews. Then, just like one of the Wallendas, the cameras will be on your every move as you ascend 

in a slow moving elevator to the top of one of the highest buildings in town. When you get to the roof you'll climb right to 

the very top of that tower looking thing at the top. Take your time doing it. The longer it takes the better the drama. When 

you get to the top, you stand on the edge like you're shaking in your boots because of the terrible height. You stand there, 

building the tension, for maybe two or three minutes, then you do a graceful swan dive right off the top. The crowd will 

go wild! The Neilson's will be off the chart! You'll be speeding toward the pavement and certain death then, just before 

everyone expects you to go 'splat' you'll flutter down and make a soft landing. It'll be great. NO ONE will ever forget it. 

You'll be as big as they get." 



 "I don't think so," says Jesus. "It's tempting, it really is, and it would probably work, but I don't think a person 

ought to put God to the test. I can be tempted, but it's not right to become the tempter - especially when your tempting 

God. No good can come of it, Stan. I'm not going to do it." 

  "No problem. I've got a million ideas. We'll go with something more dignified and not quite so showy. You've 

proven yourself to be quite adept at thinking on your feet and you're a great public speaker.  I would bet you'd be the best 

political candidate the world has ever seen. The primaries are coming up. You're into standing up for the little guy. You 

believe in feeding the poor and defending the defenseless. You believe in limited government. You're an advocate for 

peace. You literally invented the golden rule. We'll run you for president. I can see it now. Your campaign slogan will be 

"Love One Another - Really!"  You'll have the whole world eating out of your hand. They'll love you. You'll leave the 

other candidates in the dust. I'll get the petitions going and file with the election board. We'll start campaigning as soon as 

you get back into town. Wednesday, you say?" 

 "Listen, Stan," replies Jesus.  "As tempting as that is, I don't think so. My whole purpose is to NOT be political. I 

simply want people to worship God. I want God first in people's thoughts and minds and hearts. I want everyone to 

worship and serve God. That is my first priority. Listen, I don't have time for this. We'll talk when I get back. Goodbye, 

Stan." And he pressed the 'end' button on his phone and kept it pressed until the phone powered down. Then he looked out 

across the valley and wound up and threw the phone as far as he could. 

 The phone call weighed heavily on Jesus' mind and heart for the remainder of his time away. That's not how a 

vacation is supposed to be. You go to get away. He was more in the midst of it now than ever. He began to think about 

temptation - what it was all about. Everyone is tempted. How do we decide what to do? Why do we change our minds? 

We do we do things we say we don't want to do and we don't do things we know we should. "It's like a war within," he 

thought.  

 Jesus realized that a person can't be tempted unless, on some level, what is being proposed is something he might 

want to do or to have. Temptation isn't just some option. It is something we are required to say 'no' to.  

 The problem, of course, is that temptation knows where we live and pulls up to our door in a red convertible and 

honks the horn, wanting us to come out for a ride. Temptation has your cell phone number and dials you directly. You see 

the name on your caller ID and you WANT to take the call. 

 Jesus walked on up the mountain. He couldn't get his encounter with Stan out of his mind. He had WANTED to 

turn stones into bread - for himself if not for others. He was hungry. He had left with such stealth that he had forgotten to 

take food along. He had WANTED to put on a show of his amazing abilities and astound people. Doing miracles really 

are a lot of fun. And the adulation you get - really heady. He had WANTED the fame and fortune and power that comes 

with elected office. Who wouldn't want literally EVERYTHING. 

 Jesus realized, in those days away, that he was fully human. He realized that, like everyone else in the world, he 

has to daily deal with his needs, his appetites, his potential, his calling. And that isn't easy. Life is filled with temptations. 

 Jesus was away for six weeks. No one knew where he was. When he finally came down from the mountain, he 

was as thin as a rail. He was tanned from the mountain sun, and he was ready to get back to work. I don't want to say that 

he was rested, exactly. His sojourn on the mountain wasn't for rest. It was for renewal. It was for thinking. It was for 

praying. It was for sorting some things out in his mind and heart. 

 He told his disciples about his struggle with temptation. They were a bit surprised. They thought that he would be 

above such things. He told them that temptation is something that is common to all people. "No one ever escapes being 

tempted," he said. He told them that the trick is to not yield to temptation. He told them that the best way is to tuck God's 

word away in one's heart (Psalm 119: 11) so that when Satan comes along presenting some pretty attractive options, we 

can resist with the power of God's word. "It's rather like being in a battle," he said. "But we aren't defenseless." He added. 



"We can put on the armor of God - righteousness and wisdom and truth and prayer. With these we can resist the Devil's 

attacks."  

 All of his disciples were looking at their feet and their hands. No one was meeting his gaze. For the past forty 

days they had all had doubts and faced some of their own temptations. Not always with the success Jesus seemed to 

achieve. "Why does God allow temptations?" asked John. "Why can't we just be left alone?" 

 "God doesn't tempt us," Jesus said. "You've heard that saying, 'the devil made me do it.' That's partially true. The 

Devil doesn't actually make us do anything, but he IS active in our lives, putting temptations to sin or to simply not do 

what is right continually in our paths. Let me tell you the absolute best way to resist temptation. Just say 'no.' If we 

consciously and intentionally say 'no' to whatever the temptation is, it very quickly recedes and we won't find ourselves 

giving in. It's the allowing it to continue to tease us that gets us into trouble. Resist and the Devil will go a different 

direction. I'm not saying that same temptation won't come back at you again and again. But I am saying that every time 

you say 'no' the easier it will be to resist the next time." 

 Then Jesus said maybe the most powerful and encouraging (and a bit frightening) thing he could have said. He 

said, "God will not allow you to be tempted - ever - in such a powerful way that that you will not be able to resist." 

 The twelve remembered those words for the rest of their lives and would claim that truth often. And always it 

proved to be true even if not easy. Each and every one of them would make use of it. They would be called on by 

powerful forces one day to recant their faith and their belief in Jesus - at threat of death. That's about the most powerful 

temptation there is. Say a few words that we want you to say or die. Who wouldn't say the few words?  None of them 

would. God gave them the strength to resist the Devil himself. They died. But God gave them, even in death, the strength 

to resist. 

 


