
THE MOUNTAIN

Ever since he could remember young Juan had been told the old stories about the giant
mountain that towered up into the very heavens themselves. Artists often painted with
themes centering on the legend. Poets and writers alike spun their own impressions about
what it must be like or represent or impress on the culture. Many of the people who lived
in the valley gathered together periodically to recount the story in detail, even to sing
songs about it. Yet, in the eyes of all, it remained just a colorful, inspirational story.

Juan remembered that as a young child he really believed that the mountain was there.
He was sure he had even seen it looming massively over the floor of the valley. But
when he'd tell others, even his own mother and father, they only laughed and patted him
on the head good-naturedly, telling him he would grow out of the childishness soon. And
they were right; he did!

All through his growing years the valley became more and more absorbing with the
hustle and bustle of "fitting in" taking up every ounce ofone's energy. His parents used
to encourage him daily, reminding him about the responsibilities of carrying on the
family line and traditions. It certainly was an all consuming process; and, but for the
similar efforts of his brother and sisters, he may have given up at any of a number of
times in facing this common challenge.

Things went along smoothly for some time until one day something unusual happened
to him. It was after one of the weekly gatherings of mend ship and songs where the moral
virtues of the mountain were taught and encouraged. His wife and children went off to
the usual extended family dinner. He had to hurry back home to get an article his wife
had forgotten to bring for the shared meal. While walking along the old familiar path he
happened to catch with his eyes a peculiar, faint cloud formation. It was probably more
unusual that he should look up at all, as most valley people were disciplined and too
engrossed in the things of the valley to even remember there was an "up" to look at.

Nevertheless, having caught the glimmer, he took a few moments to sit down and take a
longer gaze at this sudden mystery. It had been years since he had last looked up into the
sky, and longer than that since he'd taken any time to consider what he saw. As he
watched the clouds, marveling at the sudden greatness and beauty of them, a distant
thought came out of some remote comer of his mind, like a trickle of forgotten goodness.

What was it? What? Yes, he remembered! And with that a trembling sensation came
over his body. Could it be the "mountain"! As a small child he had truly believed he
could see it. He used to spend hours each day lying on his back in the grass looking up at
the slight outline towering beyond the clouds. He was awestruck over its greatness, the
picture of majesty. It was captivating.

As these and many other thoughts poured over his mind, his eyes began to focus more
clearly on the clouds and then move higher into the sky. Soon he was on his back gazing
up at the mountain itself1 All those old stories were true after all!

The time passed as Juan feasted on the spectacle. Then he remembered the family
dinner and his errand. He got up feeling guilt oddly. Yet, as he rushed to the house and
back towards the family gathering, the excitement of sharing his wonderful discovery
seemed to fade along a light carpet of air.
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But, much to his bewilderment and disappointment, all he met with was an angry wife
and scornful relatives impatient at his lateness. When he finally told them about seeing
the outline of the great mountain above the clouds, they all laughed and ridiculed him.
They were quick to scold and to remind him of their leaders' teachings. That solid
wisdom was much wiser than a foolish young man, a daydreamer. They were quick to
remind him that the mountain was a beautiful story meant for little children only. Even
the accounts of those who went off to search for the mountain and attempt to climb it
illustrated the expected failures of those defeated, who lost their lives in vain. According
to legend, only one person was ever known to have climbed the mountain to the top, and
he was from outside the valley. As the myth went, this person was also connected to the
mountain's transformation. Emphatically Juan's family declared to his face that the
mountain did not exist and to end all of the foolish talk and thinking. He either must
have a serious strain of valley flu or he was drinking some of the early season wine.
They assumed it was the wine since his simple errand had taken so long. Some leaned
near to smell his breath and agreed.

Yet, from that day on something began to bum deeply within Juan. He knew what he
had seen with his own eyes, that it was real. Nothing could remove that experience.
Going through the daily routines became more and more difficult and burdensome. As
the weeks went by the friendship gatherings with all the ritual singing became giant
echoes reminding him, calling him with a drawing power. He knew eventually a day of
reckoning was fast approaching. A day was near when he would have to face honesty
squarely, a day of truth about the mountain looming clearer and clearer in his mind.

Something else was pulling, tearing at him as well. He loved his wife and family
dearly. Even the much larger community was precious to him. He ached when they
ached. He felt the children's struggles and tears. Now he was tom because they all
scoffed at his new heart search. He was tom in his heart because the mountain might cost
him his family and all of his valley relatives and mends. Yet, if he wasn't honest with
what he had tasted, to what was churning inside of him, what chance did they have of
ever sharing the mountain experience. For surely he reasoned to remain in the stagnant
valley meant eventual empty death. But as the ancient stories detailed, whoever climbed
to the top of the mountain would know boundless happiness and would live free from
death itself What's more whoever reached the summit would be empowered with
knowledge to help convince and encourage others in the valley to seek and find the secret
in making the difficult climb.

With all of this written firmly on his mind and as a flame of purpose in his heart, he
gathered up all of his courage and announced his decision to the entire family. Naturally
they scorned and again ridiculed him. Even his own wife laughed again at his
foolishness. But once they all realized how serious he was, the valley leaders told him
that once he came to his senses they would take him back into the community. But until
he did so, he was banished and ordered to leave.

Early the next morning he resolutely headed off towards the great mountain of his
destiny and sensed that a fierce struggle was in store for him. Maybe if he had known
how terrible a battle, he might never have started. For unknown to him, he would have to
contend with treacherous rocks and cliffs, vicious winds and driving rains and icy cold,
along with constant threats of landslides and avalanches. Also, guarding the mountain
were hordes of large and savage birds. The higher one climbed the more brutal and
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powerful these birds became until near the summit monstrous creatures with huge wings
blqcked each final approach, sealing off all chances of ever making the last portion to the
top.

Once Juan finally made it to the foot of the mountain he stopped long enough to gaze at
its magnificence as it literally filled the sky! A surge of fear suddenly gripped his
emotions and told him to spare the pains and sufferings that certain failure would bring.
Just then something swooped down on him clawing at his body. It moved swiftly like a
bird. Then another came and another until he trantically made his way to shelter in
among some rocks. Luckily he had on heavy clothes because they snagged and tore his
coat.

With this surprise, his heart raced until he recalled some of the old stories of the
mountain that gave him a measure of understanding and calm. What this sudden surprise
attack meant was hard to fathom. But he knew now that his battle for life would surely
cost him! He wondered just how much. These birds may have driven him back, they
would not stop him at all.

As darkness set in he poised for a quick dash to what looked like the beginnings of a
steep trail. He hoped later while sprinting the distance, the birds would be nested for the
night. But unfortunately these apparently thrived in the darkness as well. As soon as he
emerged trom the rocks, the birds were on him until he fought his way to a narrow
hollow high up along the trail. This time his face and arms were scraped and clawed. He
was bleeding but had made it.

After dressing the wounds he launched out again, this time with no resistance. A
moisture coated the rocks causing him to move slowly as it was very slippery footing.
On through the night he climbed, exhausted yet exhilarated by the fact that he was
actually climbing this mountain of truth towards tree life above him. Up and away he
went trom the valley of shadows and eventual empty death. "Better to try," he thought,
"than to do nothing and be nothing."

By morning when his body ached and he could no longer move, he slumped to an icy
cold ledge wondering if he would ever regain his strength. The light was beginning to
stream down upon the valley off in the distance. He could almost make out his own
village. A deep pang moved over him as he thought of those he loved. Even as these
thoughts streamed through his mind, suddenly a number of bird type creatures much like
those earlier swooped down on him. They appeared to be larger and more dangerous.

The first one almost knocked him off the ledge, leaving a bloody tear on his shoulder.
The next one clawed deeply into his leg drawing another gush of blood. And the next
one tore into his back bringing out a howling scream which nearly matched the sharp
screeching of the birds. Drawing on strength trom some hidden place, he scrambled and
half crawled to a small cave he hadn't noticed. Once there he fought to stop as much of
the bleeding as possible. Surely he would bleed to death right there! Tears of anguish
flowed down his cheeks. He had barely made the first portion of the climb.

Just then Juan discovered something remarkable! In the cave was a small trickle of
water coming out of the rock crack. This he used to cleanse his wounds. Juan came to
the wonderful discovery that the waters had miraculous healing powers. His wounds
quickly healed with all traces of pain disappearing. Maybe now with this help he would
be able to truly make it. Surely these were probably his first wounds with more to
follow. But the precious water had made the difference.
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