Erev Rosh Hashanah 2009/5769
Ain’t No Mountain High Enough, The Challenge of K2

This summer I took my daughters on a “girls” weekend.  We’d decided to make this an annual tradition, leaving Nir, Nick and Michael home; Katie, Shai, Barr and I picked a destination where we felt that we could indulge in just being together.  One highlight of this years’ trip was when my daughters unanimously requested a “hot air balloon” ride.  Together, the four of us floated gently above the tree tops, excited by our adventure, inspired by the beauty, smitten by the peace that comes with floating 2,000 feet above the ground.  It proved to be quite the rush, quite a bonding experience, quite a spectacular, perhaps even spiritual journey.  


Now imagine yet another adventure, but this time, place it 28,251 feet high, an elevation that literally penetrates the skies.  This is the height of the second-tallest mountain on earth.  Located in the Himalayans, K2 is 800 feet shy of Everest’s claim for being the worlds “tallest” mountain.  Smaller by a bit in altitude, yet K2 is thought to surpass Everest in attitude.  K2 is considered to be the “mountaineers’ mountain”; with ten times fewer ascents, there are three times as many deaths on K2 than Everest.  K2 is thought to be not only the world’s most difficult peak to climb, but also the most treacherous.  

Unlike the other mountains in its range; K2 seems to have remained aloof, outside of people’s consciousness and grasp, it was never graced with a “local” name.  As of this summer, August 2008, only 305 people have successfully completed the ascent.  But in August of this summer, while I was floating in a hot air balloon and bonding with my daughters, 11 of the 25 people who succeeded in reaching the summit, died on their descent, in what would become the deadliest day in K2’s history.  Should we consider them heroes, tragic champions or just plain fools?


It seems that reaching the top of the mountain is a very basic instinct of human nature.  It is the need to “Go where no one has gone before”.  It responds to the rush that comes with testing one’s strength in the face of extraordinary challenge and risk.  It is perhaps the need to test one’s limits, to accomplish something of moment, to stand out, to create notoriety perhaps even to establish one’s name.  

They arrived, yet having arrived, their return became unattainable.  During the descent one of the climbers fell to his death.  A second, a hired high-altitude porter attempting to recover the body of the fallen climber also fell to his death.  And then, in the deadliest part of the day, an avalanche happened… causing a chunk from an ice pillar to be snapped away.  Stranded on a section of the mountain called the Bottleneck; the avalanche wiped out the fixed lines set up for their descent.  With the ropes gone, 9 climbers remained above.  They spent the night exposed in a section of the mountain referred to as the Death Zone.  The lack of oxygen at this altitude frequently causes ones body to degenerate.  Whatever happened that night on the mountain, when morning came, those 9 bodies were no longer moving; on August 2, 2008 eleven people were confirmed dead, having succumbed to the mountain.

In a New York Times editorial written by Graham Bowley, he ponders the value and purpose of such a climb.  Historically, mountain climbing was the heroic stuff of making history, representing one’s country, creating a legacy.  Today, he said, these climbs are commercial packages, money making ventures, sometimes a remedy for boredom other times an antidote for the thrill seeker.  Reinhold Messner one of the foremost mountaineers in the world today, expressed condescension and frustration with the lack of competence, expertise and judgment that created the conditions leading to the tragedy.  Readers commenting on the New York Times website overwhelmingly expressed a similar sentiment, their take being that what happened was “utterly pointless” a “waste of time and lives”, nothing more than an extravagant suicide.
But even in the wake of tragedies like this, people continue to want to return to the challenge of places like K2; perhaps to test their own personal strengths, perhaps to reap the lessons that come with pushing one’s personal limits.

But is everything or anything worth it?  Are there moments when following through with certain challenges renders our behavior immoral?  What is the role of adversity and when?  What role does adversity play for the individual and/or for the community?  Does testing our limits humble us as the great teacher preparing us to cope in the world, knowing how to welcome the sacred?  Is testing one’s limits a productive life lesson or merely the human craving to be something that we are not, to “dominate”, reach the top, conquer the ultimate.  And what is the role of Community?

Genesis 11:1 describes one such Community confronted by extraordinary conditions.  It was then that “all the earth had the same language and the same words… vayhi kal ha-aretz safah achat u’devarim achadim.  Devarim Achadim, translated in most texts as the same words, but literally meaning, the same things.  First, bricks were created.  Then from those bricks the people strategized:  “come let us build a city and a tower”.  

This tower is Babel.  An amazing feat, literally the tower, like K2, it was described as reaching into the heights of the heavens.  They felt that by reaching higher they could establish a “name” for themselves, a name that would define them, a name that would provide meaning, purpose import.  How ironic that the word Bavel literally means confusion.

You know the end of the story.  God comes down, to see, what the people had created, and God responds by causing them to become incoherent to one another and then dispersing them throughout the earth making it impossible for them to continue building upwards.


But what was their actual transgression?  The Torah does not specify.  Is there such a thing as a human tendency to reach “too high”?  


Pirkei DeRabbi Eliezer (24) teaches:

“The tower had seven steps from the east and seven from the West.  The bricks were hauled up from one side, the descent was on the other.  If a man fell down and died, no attention was paid to him, but if one brick fell down, they would sit and weep and say: “woe betide us, when will another one be hauled up in its place.”

  
They created this tower that reached into the heavens, and in doing so, they lost all connection to their very humanity.  The tower was not lifting them to great heights, it was merely establishing a mirage of their accomplishments.  Upward they built, consumed by their own self importance, excessive arrogance, self-exaltation.  They were no longer reaching upward toward the divine, rather they had began to experience themselves as the deity. 

As B’nai Adam human beings, we have exclusive ability to be able to employ the wisdom implanted within us by God and our ability to discern, as a means of reaching for the divine.  But the prophet Isaiah cautions us that we also run the risk of exploiting the wisdom gifted us by God to erroneously imagine ourselves the deity and reprehensively begin to worship the very work of our own hands.  

Reaching is a phenomenal human instinct but our learning guides us to ask the very fundamental question: what are we reaching for?  What do we aim to attain?

On K2, whatever triumph there might have been, it was soon swept away.  Just a few hundred yards below the summit, as climbers were descending on the fixed ropes down the Bottleneck, the ice ledge above them snapped.  “They would not have seen it coming” said Pat Falvey, a mountain climber and a friend of Mr. McDonnell’s (one of the climbers who was lost)… 

“A Dutch climber, Wilco van Rooijen, (a survivor who) described the confusion that took place then.  Speaking from a hospital bed, he told Reuters, “Everybody was fighting for himself and I still do not understand why everybody was leaving each other.”  People were running down, but didn’t know where to go, so a lot of people were lost on the mountain…”

Chaos and confusion… Bavel.  They reached the top but implicit to this journey was the understanding that each man was on his own.  They made it to the top but the ladder was swept away.  Their need to dominate failed to integrate an inward journey… failed to integrate a fabric of kinship, community…basic humanity which is divine.

So it is our New Year.  We must take stock.  We must be honest with ourselves.  A real accounting of where we have been.  A real accounting of how we are doing.  A real accounting of where and how we aim to climb.  Rosh Hashannah… Yom Kippur… and then it is back to business as usual?  

It is a fast world; life speeds by us at an uncanny pace.  And forget about how fast the externalities are moving.  We too want much.  We want to succeed.  We want to make it to the top of whatever endeavor we have set out for ourselves.  And the reaching is extraordinary… it is exhilarating, it is inspiring it gives meaning to our climb and helps us to carve out our name.  (But we need to be conscious of the reality that certain ascents will make our return unattainable.)  Climbing is wonderful, BUT, we all will inevitably hit the bottleneck.  We’ll all find ourselves at that unexpected place that we didn’t see coming… and then what?

Ultimately, reaching the top is not what will define who we are.  Ultimately reaching the top is not the determination of the heights we will reach.  When Barr, Shai, Katie and I soared in the balloon, the real thrill was not the elevation, but the elation of sharing the ride together.  

How high we climb is determined by the moments when things go wrong, when the bottom is swept out from under us… the moments when we are stopped and willing to take stock, that we are given the opportunity to create meaning; to forge the sacred.  

Look around you.  Allow yourself to be here.  You have arrived.  You are at base camp. Skip to next paragraph
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