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The signs could not have been more clear—“Beautiful but Treacherous”, “Four miles to Upper 

Falls”, “Primitive Trail,” “Precipitation leads to slippery conditions,” “Potentially hazardous 

hiking conditions,” “Return Shuttle from Upper Falls stops running October 13”, blah, blah, 

blah. These kinds of warnings at the trailheads of hiking paths are often over-stated. And so, in 

spite of the signs, we set out on October 14, determined to hike the four miles from the viewing 

platform of the Lower Tahquamenon Falls to the viewing platform of the Upper Tahquamenon 

Falls and back again before the sun set. All things were hunky-dory as we started to hike—the 

beautiful river running peacefully by us on our left, the wooded landscape with outcroppings of 

interesting rock formations rising up away from the trail and river to our right, sun glinting off 

the water and filtering through the autumn leaves above. In my mind I was calculating that with 

how quickly we were progressing, we would finish the hike in so much less time than the guide 

books suggested. Treacherous . . . whatever.  

Soon after I had determined that we would finish the hike in near record time, our progress was 

slowed by a small bog of mud in the trail. We managed to get around it without incident and 

picked up the pace again. But, not long afterwards we came across another boggy place. Again, 

we worked our way around it. This happened a number of times and about a mile and a half into 

the hike, the trail turned to more bog than non-bog and I was slip-sliding all over the place. I 

moved forward slowly, clasping to tree limbs overhead as I went so that I wouldn’t fall. After 

hiking some distance in these slippery, some might say treacherous, trail conditions, we decided 

that we would turn around at the two mile point. It was simply too muddy and slippery to 

continue safely in the boots and gear we had.  

I really hated that. I like to finish what I start—especially when it comes to a hike or a run. At 

least when you get to the turn-around point of an out-and-back trail like the one at 

Tahquamenon Falls, you have the feeling of accomplishment that comes from having met your 

goal as you’re retracing your steps back to the trail head. But, turning around before reaching 

the end of the trail and feeling that cloud of failure hanging over your head as you slip and slide 

back on your return journey, knowing it was the right decision but still not liking it and really 

wishing you could just skedaddle out of there but knowing that it’s going to get worse before it 

gets better because you still have to slog back through those bogs but now it’s started raining 

and so the bogs are even boggier bogs than they were when you first came through them and the 

slippery places are even slicker . . . Oh! I had just had enough and stopped to declare, “This is 

the most not fun I have ever had on a hike!” Jesse approached me to give me a hug but I 

rejected him, shaking my head and saying, “Now is NOT a good time.” (Honestly, the man has 

the patience of Job . . .) 

After my outburst, we continued back to the trailhead but Jesse got a bit ahead of me, 

sometimes so far ahead that I could not see him. It was at a moment when he was out of my 

sight that I slipped and nearly went all the way down. Having tripped and experienced a fall that 

ended with my front tooth puncturing my upper lip just a couple months before, I was anxious 

about the potential for another serious fall. And, I was overwhelmed with my feeling of failure. 



And, I knew I had been horrible to Jesse. And, if I fell he couldn’t even see me. And, I wouldn’t 

be able to get up. And, I’d be stuck there. And, I could get eaten by a bear and not live to see 

Nathan graduate from high school and . . . and . . . and . . . I started to cry. Right there, on the 

Tahquamenon Falls trail, I just fell apart. That line from the movie A League of Their Own 

came to my mind—“There’s no crying in baseball” except in this case I was thinking, “There’s 

no crying in hiking.” 

Except, there was. The circumstances that led to the crying started when I couldn’t gain traction 

on that slippery mud. I couldn’t get a grip on my emotions because my boots couldn’t get a grip 

on that mud, or as a young friend of Jack Dunn’s describes it, “I didn’t have any gription.” And, 

I had really lost my grip, imagining the worst case scenario; that Jesse had left me behind. 

When I caught up with him, probably less than a minute later, I was all teary-eyed and gasping 

for air. He explained that while he tried to make it so I felt like I was being given the space I 

had said I wanted and so I couldn’t see him, there was never a time when he got so far ahead 

that he couldn’t see me. In my heart, I knew this to be true. But, all of the mud, limbs, rocks, 

puddles and other obstacles on the path had muddled my thinking and I had lost my gription—

physically and spiritually. 

In this morning’s scripture passage, John the Baptist quotes the Prophet Isaiah, “Prepare the 

way of the Lord, make his paths straight.” The Hebrew for “prepare” in this passage translates 

to “clear of obstacles.”1 Isaiah was likely referring to the “well-known Eastern practice of 

repairing the roads for a royal journey.”2 We might think of it as being similar to how a city 

prepares for the Olympics—repaving the streets, sprucing up the facades of buildings, doing 

what they can to make their city appear welcoming. They prepare the way by clearing up the 

obstacles—physical and visual. 

 

Advent invites us to consider what it might mean for us to prepare the way of the Lord in our 

own lives. What obstacles do we need to clear before we can gain the gription we need to move 

ahead on our spiritual journeys? What do we need to get rid of in order to make room for the 

Christ to be born into our lives?  

 

There are Biblical scholars who encourage preachers to embrace the opportunity this story 

about John the Baptist gives to offer up a hellfire and brimstone sermon on this second Sunday 

of Advent—you know, try to scare you into walking the straight and narrow path. But, I’m not 

really a hellfire and brimstone kind of person. I’m more of a birthday candles and Petoskey 

stones kind of a gal. And yet, there is still something compelling about this passage, something 

about it that has called to believers for generations . . . something that may be calling to some of 

us even now. 

 

It calls us to wonder about the things in our lives that are causing us to slip and slide around, 

creating hazardous conditions for us on our faith journeys, making it so we can’t get gription as 

we seek to grow and mature in our relationship with Christ . . . indeed, not just to confess and 

                                                           
1 https://biblehub.com/commentaries/isaiah/40-3.htm 
2 Ibid. 

https://biblehub.com/commentaries/isaiah/40-3.htm


let go of the stuff that hinders our relationship with Christ, but also the stuff that hinders our 

relationships with other people. 

 

And so while I’m not going to get all hellfire and brimstone this morning and beat my fist (well 

I will one time because as I’ve told you in the past, it’s kind of fun) and I’m not going to point 

my finger and try to scare you into right living with talk of the fires of hell and wrath of God, I 

do take seriously, and encourage you to do the same, John the Baptist’s encouragement for us to 

do the real work of repentance this Advent season. 

 

At its most basic, the word repent simply means “to turn”3. Now is the time to ask ourselves 

what we need to turn away from, what obstacles we need to clear away, in order to walk 

confidently towards the manger. What’s it going to take for us to truly commit to following in 

the ways of the Prince of Peace? What’s going to make our path to God smooth, dry, and clear 

of obstacles? What are the changes we can make in our lives that will allow us to walk 

confidently with plenty of gription?  

 

For some of us it might be learning to heed the signs that warn us about impending danger. 

 

For others of us it might be forgiving someone a wrong they have done us. 

 

For others of us it might be confessing that we have strayed far from the path, so far that we’re 

having a hard time making our way back home. 

 

For others of us it might be acknowledging that our priorities are skewed and we’ve put God in 

the backseat while we’re letting busy-ness, money, success, or popularity ride shot gun.  

 

For others of us it might be acknowledging that we’re living a lie and we really aren’t self-

sufficient and we really do need the help others are offering.  

 

For others of us it might be learning to love faithfully instead of living fearfully—trusting 

God’s plan for our lives instead of fearing the worst case scenario.  

 

I don’t know what it is for you. But, I trust that all of us are dealing with something that needs 

to be cleared away before we’re going to be able to fully live the abundant life Christ is 

bringing. 

 

It’s likely that we’ve all got some work to do—the work of repenting, confessing, forgiving, 

and letting go . . . And you’re not going to do it because I’m standing up here trying to make 

you afraid of what might happen to you if you don’t, but rather we’re going to do it because 

we’re eager to experience the peace, abundance, and gription that comes when we prepare the 

way of the Lord.  
 

                                                           
3 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/repent 
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