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Backpacking with Spencer
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I admit that it started as a chance for me to check something off my
bucket list, but it was not the kind of adventure I could undertake alone, so
the overnight backpacking trip in the mountains also became a chance to
spend some uninterrupted time with my older son before he left for college. 
I booked a trail guide, one who could provide all the equipment we needed
and ward off bears, and we set out the day after Spencer's high school
graduation, headed for Base Camp Bryson City.

Although the instructions we received had warned that we should limit
the personal items we packed to those that were absolute necessities, this
notorious over-packer was worried when our guide promptly removed about
half of the clothing and snacks in the two gallon-sized zipper bags I had
allowed myself for the trip, reminding us that every ounce we took with us
had to be carried on our backs for the nearly 10-mile climb that would ascend
over 1,000 feet in elevation.

Our first steps led us from the parking area at the entrance to Great
Smoky Mountain National Park to a wide, level path that followed Deep Creek



past Tom Branch Falls.  Dappled sunlight of the beautiful day shone through
the canopy of trees that towered over us.  Very quickly it became apparent
how observant Spencer is, as he noticed several deer spying on us from the
ridge above and a baby copperhead coiled on the side of the trail.  As we
continued to walk, we crossed a bridge over the creek, and soon after, the
trail began to narrow and climb so that we had to pull out our hiking poles
to steady our steps.

Our guide had an impressive knowledge of native plant and animal life
as well as the history of the area and the National Parks.  As the trail
steepened, Deep Creek began to shrink away into the valley below us, and at
times our steps fell on a path barely wide enough for us to walk single file
between the rock face to our right and the more-than 100-yard drop off to
our left. Our pace slowed because of the sharper inclines and the need to
weave back and forth across small streams and large stones that interrupted
the route.  We paused occasionally to take a drink of water or a photo, or just
take in the views.  With each step, the scenery became more spectacular, the
breeze grew cooler, and the sounds of birds and running water seemed more
welcoming.

For two days, Spencer and I trekked through the stunning beauty of the
Great Smoky Mountains, with the music of the creek our constant companion,
and no human-made sights or sounds save the voices and laughter of our little
band of travelers.  On the morning that we broke camp to head back down
the mountain, a warm, gentle rain fell as we helped each other pack up the
tent and sleeping bags and make sure we had left no trace of our presence in
the pristine place that had been our temporary home. 

Though there were moments when our remote location caused me a bit
of anxiety–this was the closest to being truly in the wilds that I am likely to
come–I will always cherish this time with Spencer without the distractions of
cell phones or chores, an extraordinary shared experience before he flew the
nest just a few short weeks later.  For eighteen years, I had walked with my
son as he grew from infancy through childhood and adolescence, but in those
days away from other pressures and tasks, I had the joy of walking with him
in the wonder of God's creation and marveling at the young man who was my
companion on the journey.
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Ecclesiastes 3:11
God has made everything beautiful in its time

and has set eternity in the human heart;
yet no one can fathom

what God has done from beginning to end.

Isaiah 52:7-10, NIV
How beautiful on the mountains
    are the feet of those who bring good news,
who proclaim peace,
    who bring good tidings,
    who proclaim salvation,
who say to Zion,
    "Your God reigns!"
Listen!  Your watchmen lift up their voices;
    together they shout for joy.
When the Lord returns to Zion,
    they will see it with their own eyes.
Burst into songs of joy together,
    you ruins of Jerusalem,
for the Lord has comforted his people,
    he has redeemed Jerusalem.
The Lord will lay bare his holy arm
    in the sight of all the nations,
and all the ends of the earth will see
    the salvation of our God.
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Prayer
O to grace how great a debtor daily I'm constrained to be!
Let thy goodness, like a fetter, bind my wandering heart to thee.
Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it, prone to leave the God I love;
here's my heart; O take and seal it; seal it for thy courts above.

from Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing
text by Robert Robinson, 1758




