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Some forty years ago, Scott Peck wrote what became a best seller, The Road Less Traveled, a 
book that begins with the simple and yet profound sentence: Life is difficult.1 We hardly need Scott Peck 
to tell us that right now. Living as we are in the midst of a pandemic with no clear sense of when we 
can return to some level of normal is indeed difficult. The foggy days this week struck me as a symbol 
of what we are living in right now—a world where our vision is a bit foggy right now. Beyond this 
current pandemic we also know that life is difficult. We know all about the ache of dreams deferred, 
of broken relationships, of being passed over, let go, unappreciated. We know about oppression and 
failure. We know ultimately that every one of us suffers from a terminal disease that is called life. It is 
difficult. 

Moses knew that. Our picture of Moses may be influenced by Charlton Heston in his prime, 
but that is likely not accurate. Frederick Buechner suggests that he “probably looked a lot more like 
Tevye the milkman after ten rounds with Mohammed Ali.”2 All through his life he knew about 
difficulty, whether as a newborn, being abandoned in order to be saved, or as an adult leader who had 
forever to put up with the complaining of a difficult people. Nearly as soon as he led the people out 
of slavery in Egypt, they started complaining. Even though God was closer to them as a visible 
presence than anything we have known, still this people felt the need to build a golden calf when 
Moses was away on the mountain talking with God. Still Moses put up with them and argued on their 
behalf with God. When he finally got to the top of Mt. Pisgah, after wandering for years in the 
wilderness, and looked across at the vast expanse of land that God in fact was giving to the people of 
Israel, he learned that he would not enter that land. If anyone deserved to do so, he did, but for reasons 
we don’t fully understand, God would not let him cross over to the Promised Land and Moses, still 
strong and vigorous, died there on the mountaintop. Moses knew that life is difficult. 

But this of course is not the end of the story. Our passage today may mark the end of 
Deuteronomy; it marks the end of the Torah, the five books of Moses. It marks the end of Moses’ 
life, and yet it also marks a new beginning. Here at the end, we are also given a vision of what is yet to 
be and that vision changes our present reality. Part of the power of Scott Peck naming the difficulty 
of life is that by doing so he opened the door to the possibility of joy in the midst of that difficulty. 
Way before Dr. Peck ever dreamed of writing, Scripture gave us the same understanding. In the midst 
of difficulty, we are invited up to the mountaintop and given a vision of what is yet to be. The Torah, 
the five books of Moses, may end here, but what begin are the books of history. We’ll learn about 
Joshua and Judges and Ruth. We’ll hear from the prophets, minor and major. With Isaiah we’ll learn 
that the wilderness and dry land will be glad; we’ll discover that those who wait for the Lord shall 
renew their strength and mount up with wings as eagles—soaring through the skies. With Ezekiel we 
will find that dried up old bones can in fact come to life. We’ll move right into the New Testament 
and the story of incarnation, the birth of the church and finally end with the wild vision of Revelation 
where every tear shall be wiped away and there shall be no more sorrow or even death, for the former 
things are passed away. This story may mark the death of Moses, but it also marks the beginning of 
the incredible story of the people of Israel as they enter the land. They will be both faithful and 
unfaithful. They will do things right and they will make mistakes. They will know sorrow and they will 
know joy. They and their children’s children’s children—people like Scott Peck—will know that life 
is difficult, but right in the midst of that difficulty, they will also find joy, because they have been given 
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a vision of the things that are yet to be. Like Moses, we too are given a vision of God’s Promised 
Land, and although we ourselves may not get there, we can help build that land for generations yet to 
come by the way we live our lives, by loving God with everything we are and loving our neighbors as 
ourselves. 

Bruce Epperly writes, “When I held my first grandchild in my arms, my perception of time 
was transformed. I began to ponder what his life would be like. I reflected on how it would be shaped 
by our responses to the challenges we are facing today—... I realized that as a grandparent I will have 
to do my best to ensure that the world will become a safe and healthy place for my grandson and all 
the other children… In an interdependent universe, after all, there are hardly any private actions; 
everything we do reverberates across the planet. What we do in the present shapes the future and the 
futures of those who follow us. We are always planting seeds for fruit that we will never harvest.”  

Epperly continues, quoting Martin Luther, “‘Even if I knew the world would end tomorrow, 
I would still plant a tree today.’ Moses died inspired by a mystical vision of his people’s future. The 
certainty that God would continue to care for his people was enough for him: he had planted seeds 
that others would harvest. 

“Yes, the future is unclear at every level—congregational, national and planetary. We may not 
make it to our promised lands. But our calling is to plant trees of justice and beauty anyway. Like 
Moses, we need a vision to help us let go of the future while living responsibly in the present. Our 
faithful attentiveness to futures that we won't be part of is essential. As God's companions, our role 
is to commit ourselves to tikkun olam, mending the world.”3 

So join me on the mountaintop and look over at the land, the land as God will have it be. It is 
a land where everyone is fed, where everyone is valued, where every life matters, where everyone has 
a place and a purpose. It is a land, as the Biblical writer described it, flowing with milk and honey. Life 
may be difficult right now, but that is the land God is preparing for us and for our children. 

Of course, I cannot read this passage without thinking of Dr. King. You will recognize the 
imagery that he used in the final sermon he ever preached on the eve of his assassination in Memphis. 
He began that sermon suggesting that if he were standing at the beginning of time with a view of the 
whole of human history and an offer from God to choose which period of history he would live in, he 
would take his mental flight by Egypt and across the Red Sea, but he wouldn’t stop there. He’d move 
past the Roman Empire, and the Renaissance, and the Reformation, but he wouldn’t stop there. He’d 
come up even to 1863 and Abraham Lincoln signing the Emancipation Proclamation, but he wouldn’t 
stop there. His choice was to live in the second half of the twentieth century. He called it a strange choice 
because the world was all messed up. “The nation is sick. Trouble is in the land. Confusion all 
around…But I know, somehow, that only when it is dark enough, can you see the stars.”4 Those are 
words for us today. Dr. King knew that life is difficult, but in that difficulty, he also knew a deeper vision 
that came from God. He was sustained, as Peter Gomes said, “by a vision of the things that are to be, 
and although he would not live to see them, he knew they would be.”5 That was where he began that 
sermon and you know where he ended: “Well, I don’t know what will happen now. We’ve got some 
difficult days ahead. But it doesn’t matter with me now. Because I’ve been to the mountaintop. And I 
don’t mind. Like anybody, I would like to live a long life. Longevity has its place. But I’m not concerned 
about that now. I just want to do God’s will. And He’s allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I’ve 
looked over. And I’ve seen the promised land. I may not get there with you. But I want you to know 
tonight, that we, as a people will get to the promised land. And I’m happy, tonight. I’m not worried about 
anything. I’m not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.” 

Life is difficult, we know that right now, but in that difficulty, God invites all of us up to the 
mountaintop to look across at the promises of God. On the mountaintop, God gives us a vision of the 
world that is to be. Come on up the mountain and take a look. The view is amazing. We may not get 
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there ourselves, but we can know the joy of helping others along the way. Come on up the mountain and 
with Dr. King, and so many others before him, and others yet to come, join in proclaiming: Mine eyes 
have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord. 

 
 

Let us pray: O God give us a vision of the future that our present might be transformed and help us to 
lead others that in the midst of lives that are difficult we might also find in you our joy. In the name of 
Jesus Christ we pray. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

       

1 M. Scott Peck, The Road Less Traveled. Simon & Schuster © 1978 
2 Frederick Buechner, Peculiar Treasures: A Biblical Who’s Who. Harper and Row © 1979. 
3 Bruce G. Epperly, Sunday October 23 2011, Deuteronomy 34:1-12 in The Christian Century, Vol 128, No 21 © 2011. 
4 Martin Luther King, Jr. I’ve Been to the Mountaintop, Address Delivered at Bishop Charles Mason Temple, Memphis, 
TN, April 3, 1968. https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/king-papers/documents/ive-been-mountaintop-address-delivered-
bishop-charles-mason-temple 
5 Peter J. Gomes, The View from Pisgah, in Sermons, Biblical Wisdom for Daily Living. William Morrow and Company 
© 1998 

                                                


