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EARLIER IN THE SERVICE: This morning’s first song and our Scripture passage today is Psalm 
121: a psalm of ascent. This is a psalm from a group of psalms that was traditionally sung by the 
Israelites on pilgrimage on the way up to Jerusalem. This was a relatively simple song meant to 
teach the children on the way about the unconditional love and presence of God. Now, the 
Middle East experience I will be telling you about is our hike or – ascent – up one of the Sinai 
mountains. The word ‘Ascent’ in Hebrew is ‘Aliyah!’ And as we hiked up the mountain, Rabbi 
George would call out to us ‘Aliyah!’ and we would all call back ‘Aliyah!’ and the word would 
echo through the mountain range. And as we walked, we lifted up our eyes to the mountains all 
around us… Lift up your eyes to the mountains – from where does my help come?  
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 When Tim and I received the invitation to go on this trip to the middle east, one of the 

things that was made very clear to us was that it was going to take physical preparation. We 

were told that we needed to walk, hike or run several miles a day… do lots of stair climbing… lift 

weights because our time in the middle east was going to be filled with lots of hiking. The actual 

locations and destinations of our hikes usually remained a mystery until the morning of… but 

we did know long before the trip that we would be hiking one of the Sinai mountains. So, I 

added stairs and treadmill hills to my workouts at the gym and Tim vowed never to take the 

elevator at KGH, putting in 40-50 flights of stairs per day. We got to Egypt and we were ready 

for that big hike. We had no idea the surprises that were in store. 

 The morning of our big hike, we rearranged our packing and got on the bus that was to 

take us to the base of Mt. Katrine – the highest peak in all of Egypt. This is not what is 

traditionally thought to be Mt. Sinai, but this is where George wanted to bring us – largely 

because (unlike the traditional Mt. Sinai) the top of the mountain isn’t a tourist trap… and, Mt. 

Katrine might actually be the Mt. Sinai from Scripture. We don’t know. When we got to the 

base of the mountain, lo and behold, there were 50 camels… all ready to take us the first bit of 

the way up. This was perhaps the most fun surprise of the hike… for the ladies, especially… the 

men had a little bit more of an uncomfortable experience… But, eventually, we got off the 

camels and began our hiking ascent… Aliyah! Aliyah! Lift up your eyes to the mountains. From 

where does your help come? 
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 Now, this hike didn’t end up being for everyone… There were some of our group that 

stayed back because they had gotten sick that day. A couple people had to go to a local hospital 

to get rehydrated. And then there was someone in our group who was really, really struggling… 

About 45 minutes into the 5 hour hike, this person was sweating and panting significantly. 

George stopped us all, and waited until everyone was within distance of hearing him. He said, 

somewhat ominously, “This is it. This is the point of no return. If you think you need to go back 

down the mountain, our guides will bring you down and take you to the hotel. If you don’t go 

back now, you’re not going back. You’re going all the way up.”  

And Tim and I looked at each other and said, “She’s gotta go down. There’s just no way.” 

If she lifts her eyes up to the mountains looking for help, I’ll tell you where her help comes 

from… Her help comes from this way out – this way down… George is giving her an out so that 

she can go to the hotel and not keep the rest of us from making this climb. All you can do is all 

you can do and all you can do is enough, honey. 

 “But, no,” she said, “I can do this. I’ve been training for this.” All you can do is all you can 

do and all you can do is enough, but I can almost always do more than I think I can do. And 

George said, “Okay. Come by me.” And he took her hand and led her to the front of the pack 

and said, “No one goes beyond me and her. We are leading this group and you all are going to 

go our pace.”  

She lifted her eyes up in those mountains. Where did her help come from? Her help 

came from the Lord, the maker of heaven and earth… who was incarnate in a leader who 

trusted her to make the call on her capacity to make the trip and who set the pace for all the 

rest of us. As she walked – there was nothing and no one between her and that mountain. No 

one to keep up with. No one to compare herself to… Just her and the God of the mountain with 

our rabbi by her side and her husband right behind her. And we hiked, with her in the lead. All 

the way up the mountain. Surprise #1) camels. Surprise #2) someone I thought wasn’t going to 

make it made it. Aliyah! Aliyah! 

 Now, I want to skip verses 3 and 4 for a moment and move to verses 5 and 6 for our 

next surprise. “The Lord watches over you – the Lord is your shade at your right hand; the sun 

will not harm you by day, nor the moon by night.” This song of ascent covers the watches of the 
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day and of the night as the people make their pilgrimage to Jerusalem. The sun, which is a 

beautiful and wonderful gift – can also burn and dry out… the Lord is the shade, protecting us 

from the enemies without. The moon, which can gift light in the darkest night also seems to 

bring to the surface some of our darkest thoughts. The Lord protects us from the harm of the 

enemies within.  

 Surprise #3 was that this hike up the mountain did not happen in the daytime. It 

happened in the dark. In the dark? Yes, in the dark.  

 
We started at about dusk and there was a bit of anxiety in the air… like, we need to get hiking 

now, or we’re not going to make it up there before midnight… hence, the frustration with the 

slow pace… But, yup… sure enough, before you knew it, the sun had set, and we were hiking in 

the dark… which was great because it wasn’t too hot… but, um, there were cliffs to the sides of 

us… and we were hiking in the dark. This was really different than the stairs at the gym or at 

KGH. We didn’t practice hiking in the dark!! As we went, though, we realized we didn’t really 

need a lot of light to see… The sky wasn’t pitch black, and your eyes do adjust. We surprised 

ourselves by how agile we were on those trails. Seeing more with our feet than with our eyes. 

Aliyah! Aliyah! 

But this surprise, that we were hiking in the dark, includes another surprise… What 

started happening was that some people turned on their flashlights… which you would think 

would be a good thing, but you know what – for some of us, it wasn’t. We’d be walking along 

with our eyes adjusted to the dark, and a flash of light from the flashlight of someone above us 
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on the trail would get in our eyes and disorient us. And I think this was about as close to 

bickering as we got on this trip… Some of us got a bit ticked off that others weren’t holding 

their flashlights carefully enough and said things like, “We should either all use our flashlights or 

none of us use our flashlights and I vote for none of us, because your flashlight is blinding me.” 

In the end, Tim and I took out our flashlights but covered them with our fingers, so that we 

wouldn’t blind anyone and so that we had just enough light on our feet, but not too much… 

Sometimes the light is warmth and truth and clarity… and sometimes it is burning or 

even disorienting. Sometimes the dark is scary and full of lies and lunacy… and sometimes it is 

comforting and a place of trust and learning to see in other ways… What is important, as we are 

journeying, is to be sensitive to one another and another’s experience of the dark and of the 

light, and to do our best to figure out how to journey together, all the while, knowing that the 

Lord is our shade at our right hand, giving us the light and the dark at the right times… Aliyah! 

Aliyah! 

Now, to verses 3-4 and 7-8… “He will not let your foot slip – he who watches over you 

will not slumber; indeed, he who watches over Israel will neither slumber nor sleep. The Lord 

will keep you from all harm…” Okay, so these are some beautiful words, but also some difficult 

words. God will not let your foot slip…. Before we left on our trip, our girls had some concerns… 

I remember one of my daughters mentioning cliffs and how she was afraid that maybe I would 

fall off a cliff. I did say to her, you know what? I don’t think there are going to be very many 

cliffs on this trip.  
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I was very wrong. J Almost every day, and certainly on this mountain, there was a cliff or 

twenty to my right or to my left… So, I tried to comfort her by saying that I wasn’t going to be 

going to very many dangerous places, but I didn’t say what this psalm says… I didn’t say, “The 

Lord will not let my foot slip.” A literal understanding of this verse would be the equivalent of 

me saying, I can promise you that I am not going to slip or fall or die on this trip. I could not 

promise her that. 

Although I didn’t slip on this part of the journey, someone I was walking with did. She 

was just a person or two behind me… and suddenly in the dark, I heard a fall and a cry. And sure 

enough, one of our group slipped on this rock. (Tim took a picture of it on the way down the 

next morning.) She cut her eye… but was able to make it the rest of the way up… others carried 

her pack for her and Tim was able to use his first aid kit.  

And I share this with you for two reasons… First of all, when getting ready for a big 

ascent like this, sometimes we are more concerned about the cliffs than anything else… when 

in the end, it might be a little stone that causes us to stumble… In our Christian walk, when we 

are getting ready to climb big mountains of defending our perspective of the truth, or living into 

our vocations with lots of Holy Spirit energy… we see the cliffs all around… big dramatic ways 

that we could fall and fail. But it’s the little rocks – that can trip us up. Trip us up… AND give us 

tiny moments within which we can exercise the muscles of integrity and forgiveness and love… 

Aliyah! Aliyah! 

But also, I share this with you, because it could have been worse. The woman who fell, 

could have hurt herself worse… one of us could have fallen off a cliff. But even slips like that 

would not have made this psalm untrue… We might slip. We might fall. We might even die. We 

might even die on a mountain… but there is no where we can slip or fall or die that will 

separate us from the love of God. The Lord will watch over your life – the Lord will watch over 

your coming and going both now and forever more. Aliyah? Aliyah! 

 


