
Advent 3 

This grand show is eternal. It is always sunrise somewhere; the dew is never all dried at once; 
a shower is forever falling; vapor ever rising. Eternal sunrise, eternal sunset, eternal dawn and 
gloaming, on seas and continents and islands, each in its turn, as the round earth rolls. John 
of  the Wilderness… John Muir 

"I am the voice of  one crying out in the wilderness, 

‘Make straight the way of  the Lord,’ as the prophet Isaiah said. John of  the Wilderness… 
John the Baptist 

“What’s wrong with that man, Mommy?” “He has walked a very long way, dear.” 

I still remember the shock of  those words, and having them applied to me. The boy was 
right, of  course. I must have looked awful. My son and I were just a day away from 
completing a 287 mile hike, from the Giant Forest in Sequoia National Park, to Mt. Whitney 
on the High Sierra Trail, and from Mt. Whitney to Yosemite Valley on the John Muir Trail. 
We were approaching the last of  our 15 nights, and had to hike through the relative 
civilization of  Tuolumne Meadows, and climb out, to get to our final camp site. 

Making straight does not just mean to make straight, as in to get rid of  all the curves. It can 
also mean make it clear, remove the obstructions, get rid of  the confusion. Make it straight 
to others, how to stay on the path. Or, it can have the sense of  to tell the truth, as in “Are 
you being straight with me?” 

That little boy was being straight with me. I had no mirror, and had no sense of  what I 
looked like. He was my mirror. Through his eyes, I could see myself  as others truly saw me, 
not just how I imagined I looked. It was shocking. 

His mother made it straight, made it clear to him. She wanted him to understand that the 
human wreck he was observing had a rational cause. There was no judgment, just a kindly 
and perceptive observation, the kind that allows you to say, “Oh”, and move on. 

There were other voices in the wilderness. After a long climb up Pinchot Pass, as we headed 
north, the first people we saw that day we met at the top of  the pass, as they headed south. 

Apropos of  absolutely nothing, one of  the hikers said, “Don’t go to Humboldt State. You 
can’t get your classes.” 

This reminds me of  a joke. To make a long joke shorter, two joggers are lost and disoriented 
in the middle of  a meadow due to the sudden onset of  fog. Out of  the mist another jogger 
comes running toward them. “Where are we?” they cried. “ You are in the middle of  a 
meadow,” he replied, and jogged on. The first jogger says to the second jogger, “That man 



was a lawyer.” “How do you know?” says the second jogger. The first jogger replies, “That 
answer was completely accurate, and utterly worthless.” 

A prophecy can be true, without being fully helpful. In this case, the hiker was sharing with 
us his inner monologue. He was reviewing his mistakes. He was sharing with us one of  his 
most deeply regretted choices. Undoubtedly, he wanted to make sure no one followed in his 
footsteps. He wanted to make sure that he served as a sign post to everyone, “Whatever you 
do, don’t follow my path.” 

Even a negative sign, such as “Do not Enter”, helps make our path clear, makes it straight. 
Sure you had no desire to go down that path, but just in case you were, look at this poor, 
miserable creature, and learn from his example. 

I do not know if  we could have made the hike, without the ministration of  angels. Even 
though the John Muir Trail is a well trodden highway for backpackers, our experience was 
that we saw only about one party a day. Yet every time we got to a confusing mire of  trails at 
an unmarked trail junction, just as my foot hovered over the wrong turn, an angel’s head 
would pop up over the nearby horizon, and say, “That’s not the way you want to go. Go the 
other way.” 

I suspect that the accuracy of  their prediction was based on their own experience of  turning 
the wrong way. As Winston Churchill once said, “Judgment comes from experience, and 
experience comes from bad judgment.” Just as the voice at the top of  Pinchot Pass gave well 
reasoned advice based on his judgment, these saving voices could make accurate predictions 
as to which path to take based on their own, hard won, experience. 

To make straight the path, implies not just being a voice calling out in the wilderness, to 
make clear where the saving direction is. It also implies a task, a project, work. Making a path 
straight, sounds like trail work, if  not building a new path, at last fixing the old path. John 
the Baptist had to have the experience of  living in the wilderness, to be cleansed and 
emptied out, so that he could do his part in making the path straight. 

When my wife agreed to this approximately two week plan, she did not realize how much of  
me she would lose, as I spent a year in preparation. Getting the right equipment, the right 
clothes, the right food, took forever. John did not survive in the wilderness without planning 
his rations, clothes, tools and equipment, as rough and wild as they were. 

Yet, for all of  the planning, I was always sensing a combination of  luck and divine 
intervention that protected us on the way. 



Sure, knowing I could eat a Snickers bar at the top of  the pass, helped keep me going. But it 
was the wildflowers that I remember. Every trudging step up, I sensed that they were 
cheering for me, encouraging me with their brilliant displays, willing me to succeed. 

To hike that long in the wilderness, requires shipping food to a trailside destination, in order 
to resupply. The John Muir Trail Ranch was perfectly situated at the half  way mark. The 
folks at the ranch suggested that I go to my local restaurant, and get a bulk food container 
from them to ship my food in. I went to the old Taco House, and got an empty canister that 
their food supplier had used to deliver granulated garlic. Yes, I washed it out. No, I have 
virtually no sense of  smell. You have not lived until you have had to survive on garlic infused 
M&M’s with peanuts. 

As we headed north, and we encountered hikers heading south, we kept hearing the voice of  
doom. “Mosquitoes in the next meadow,” they would caution us. 

These prophesies were undoubtedly accurate, but it turns out that blood suckers are really 
turned off  by garlic. 

Heavenly Father, we thank you for the voices of  angels and prophets, warning us of  our 
errors, and our false steps. We ask that you be with us during this long time of  preparation, 
as we prepare for experiencing the Holy Incarnation. We ask for all of  this so that we can 
put all of  your heavenly gifts to their appropriate uses, including granulated garlic. We ask for 
this for the sake of  all of  the Christ bearers in our midst. In Jesus’ name. Amen. 


