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Earlier in the week, as I began to prepare for today, I thought that God was leaning me in a certain 
direction and came up with that snappy sermon title, and then I sat down on Friday to begin to write 
that sermon and got nothing!  Sometimes that happens for pastors.  Sort of like writers, we have 
writer’s block or spiritual block or something like that.  Nothing was moving, and then I looked at the 
hymn I picked “I Want Jesus to Walk With Me”, and that actually triggered some sort of 
movement.  So, you are going to get the sermon now that has been sort of quietly gnawing at my 
spirit.  I started thinking more about it.  I thought about it more last night and thought about it again 
this morning.  I had this sort of hounding through media sources.  What I’m going to do is tell you a 
little bit about what I learned on my five days on the Appalachian Trail.  
  
If you ever read a book about those people who have hiked the Appalachian Trail in its entirety, one 
of the things that will be in that book is the wisdom that these people have learned from their time on 
the trail.  Most of these through hikers who write books about the Appalachian Trail have been on the 
trail for six to eight months, so it is a little presumptuous for me to think that I learned some wisdom in 
five days on the trail, but I’ll try it out on you.  See what you think.   
  
Well, this all got started because David Murray left for me an article that was in the News & Record 
newspaper just  a week or so ago about a woman by the name Jennifer Pharr Davis, who lives in 
Asheville, N. C.  You may have seen that article.  She hiked or ran the Appalachian Trail in 46 days, 
11 hours and 20 minutes.  The Appalachian Trail is 2,168 miles long, so she was moving at a pretty 
good clip.  She averaged about 42 miles per day.   
  
An interesting piece of that is, just this week, a new person has begun the Appalachian Trail by the 
name of Scott Jurek, who is an ultramarathoner, who is going to run the Appalachian Trail, and he 
began day one, as my friend Paul and I did, from Springer Mountain, Georgia.  His day one goal was 
to get to Unicoi Gap which was the goal that Paul and I had.   He got to Unicoi Gap (that is 52.9 
miles) on the first day.  Paul and I, in our five days, never made it to Unicoi Gap.  We had set out as a 
goal 52.9 miles and did about 40 miles.   
  
So, here are lessons from the trail, and I think it kind of works because when we think of our faith 
journeys, we always say “faith journey”.  It is a walk that we are on, and the Appalachian Trail  helps 
people with their journeys.  They go through the trail for different reasons, but it helps them with some 
wisdom, direction and clarity in their lives.  Here’s what I picked up.  In five days, I picked up, or  I can 
think of, at least seven things that really struck me, and they really work for life, I think.  I cannot wait 
to see what happens as we go forward year after year on the Appalachian Trail and what other 
revelations I will have.   
  
Here is the first piece of wisdom that I think I gained from my momentary moments on the trail.  The 
first thing I gained was the wisdom that in life we need to lighten up our load.  We carry too much 
stuff.  My pack was 43 lbs. which, if you’re doing the Appalachian Trail, is ridiculous!  There is way 
too much stuff that we carry along in our lives. I thought about that after day three.  With my 
shoulders killing me, I dug into my pack and pulled out this huge pepperoni stick.  I said “What the 
heck?”.  I didn’t need a pepperoni stick that was that big around and weighed about 2 lbs., so I 
thought we need to lighten up in life.  We need to get rid of some of our baggage that we carry and 
think we need but that we don’t need.  Next year, when I get on the trail, my goal is to have a 30 lb. 
pack—and a little pepperoni stick!   
  



The second piece of wisdom has to do with he pace at which we live.  The Appalachian Trail requires 
that you do a steady pace.  You may think you’ve got to get to Mt. Katahdin in Maine by a certain 
time or they won’t let you go to the top because of the snow and ice.  You’ve got to live life at a 
steady pace and you need to stop and look at the scenery.  I think one of my reservations about 
speed hikers and marathoners who are running on the trail is that they are doing it for different 
reasons that don’t allow them to stop and look at the scenery.  On the Appalachian Trail, I was so 
surprised in northern Georgia.  The mountains are beautiful in northern Georgia and the overhangs 
we were privileged to be at were just beautiful, so three, four or five times a day we would stop and 
just look at the beauty of God’s creation.  I thought about that as I hiked.  I thought “Do I just go 
through life?  Do I go too fast?  Am I too concerned about what I’m going to do tomorrow, tonight or 
next week?  Do I stop and look at the scenery?”  I think that is a very valuable piece of wisdom from 
the Appalachian Trail.  We need to live life at a steady pace, not too fast, and take time out to 
appreciate the beauty of God’s creation.   
  
A third piece of wisdom, a little more practical perhaps, has to do with our diets which is to eat less 
and more often.  I had all this food, anticipating big meals all along the way—a big breakfast to get 
started, a big lunch to keep going, and a big dinner to sort of reward myself at the end of the day.  It 
was too much to carry but, more importantly, I just needed very simple handfuls of food which we 
called “GORP”—good ol’ raisins and peanuts!  Those small, tasty meals all along the way kept my 
internal engine burning and gave me a good mouthful of food.  (It also had M&Ms in it.). It kept my 
energy level going and never slowed me down.  I didn’t have to stop to prepare food.  I didn’t have 
my stomach so full of food  that I wanted to take a nap.  It was just wonderful.  Day by day, moment 
by moment, I had these small meals that allowed me to keep going forward, so eating less and more 
often is a good piece of practical advice. 
  
The fourth piece of wisdom is common sense.  Be prepared in this life.  Be prepared and know where 
your stuff is.  I was prepared with a brand new raincoat that I bought at REI for $600,000.  It was 
going to keep me as dry as ever on a rainy day, so I had that.  I was prepared.  I had my water with 
me, but you’ve got to have that stuff accessible.  My raincoat was at the bottom of my pack, and the 
rain was coming down—not smart.  Every time I wanted to get a drink of water, which was a lot, I had 
to take off my pack, pull a bottle out, drink it, put it back in  the pack, and put the pack  back on my 
back.  My friend, Paul, had a Camel Back, where the thing of water is right there in his backpack and 
a tube comes out and up over his shoulder, and he just sucks it as he’s walking and I would ask 
“Paul, would you get my bottle of water out of my pack?”  Being prepared is one thing.  You need to 
be prepared with the right equipment, but you need to have that stuff accessible.  I think that was one 
of my lessons.  I need to be prepared.  It doesn’t do  any good if it is at the bottom of the pack.   
  
Here is probably my biggest lesson from the Appalachian Trail.  It goes like this:  Make definite plans 
and see what happens.  We were so committed that in five days we were going to do 50 miles.  We 
were going to do ten miles every day.  We got on that trail and said we were just not going to do that. 
The trail determines what you do because you’ve got to battle the ups and downs on the trail, the way 
and all the dynamics of that, then one day we had tremendous downpours of rain and thunder and 
lightning.  It really slowed us down.  We quickly realized that we were not going to get to Unicoi Gap, 
so we had to change our plans, but it was important to have those plans and then to be flexible.  I 
think that is a great lesson for life for all of us.  I am certainly one of those who can get in mind that 
I’m certainly not going to divert from my plans, but God laughs at our best laid plans, and we have to 
do what we can do.   
  
Here are the last two things.  It has occurred to me that in our lives we tend to encounter very few 
people (when you think about your day, you are probably like me and encounter just a few people), 
most of whom are like us, look like us, act like us, have similar life experiences as us, but on the 
Appalachian Trail we encountered all different kinds of people.   There was a community that clearly 
built up rather rapidly on the Appalachian Trail because you really do need that.  You need the 
camaraderie, you need human contact, and you may even need help along the way.  The world is 



made up of very different kinds of people.  We saw that on the Appalachian Trail.  There were all 
shapes , sizes and ages.  Some were old, some were young. There were all colors of people.  You 
know, the whole sort of human rainbow was out there, and there we were in the woods living 
together, especially at night when we camped, with this beautifully diverse group of people and it 
made me think that, where I run during the day, in a common day, I am pretty much around people 
like me, and that’s not realistic because the world is very different.  The Appalachian Trail, surprising 
to me, sort of reaffirmed to me that there is a whole world out there made up of all different kinds of 
people, and it is important for us to be in tune with that world. 
  
One of the great things, to sort of “flesh out” these different kinds of people, on the Appalachian Trail 
(and you may or may not know this) is that everyone who hikes the Appalachian Trail gets a trail 
name.  I didn’t know anyone’s real name.  I just knew their trail names.  They got their trail names 
usually from other hikers based on some trait or characteristic or experience that they, as hikers, 
have.   
  
I want to share three trail names.  This guy, who was actually the first guy we met on the trail, was 
named “Stinky Jacket”.  I bet you know why he was called “Stinky Jacket”.  Something about his 
jacket really stunk and he got that name quickly.  He said it was moldy.   
  
Then, we met a second guy whose name was “Detox”.  He was on the trail because his life had been 
overrun by drugs and alcohol, and he had come onto the trail to try to figure out what he was going to 
do about his life, so he was “Detox”. Like being on a plane or a bus, on this trail he would tell you 
everything about himself, and he told us about his life, why he was on the trail, what he was hoping to 
find, and that he had been clean for the first five days of his life in ten years.   
  
As a sort of counterpoint to “Detox”, we met a woman named “Green Monkey”.   “Green Monkey” was 
in the shelter where we camped that night, so I had the chance to talk to “Green Monkey”.  There 
were two things about “Green Monkey”.  One was that her whole training and her life experience was 
working with, and studying, orangutans.  She had been to South Africa and different other parts of 
Africa and the world, where she had worked very closely studying orangutans, thus the nickname 
“Monkey”, but what about “Green Monkey”?  She came into the shelter that first night when I met 
her.  She sat down.  She pulled out this little stuffed animal, a stuffed monkey that fit into her hand, 
and in the belly of the monkey there was a zipper.  She unzipped the zipper, got out her marijuana 
pipe and got stoned, so they called her “Green Monkey”.   
  
So, there are all kinds of people on the trail who got interesting names for obvious reasons.  I didn’t 
really get a good name yet.  They called me “The Rev” but that was boring.  Next year I want to do 
something outrageous and be called something like “The Naked Rev”— maybe not!  
  
Some of you who are familiar with the Appalachian Trail know that there is a phenomenon on the trail 
called “Trail Magic”.  “Trail Magic” is simply kindness.  People, usually locals who live near the trail, 
where the trail comes near towns and villages along the way, hike up onto the trail with a cooler filled 
with sodas on ice, orange juice on ice, freshly made sandwiches, bags of chips, fresh fruit, and when 
you are hiking on the Appalachian Trail, eating that trail food all the time, to find and experience “Trail 
Magic” is just phenomenal.  We encountered that sort of random act of kindness on the trail.  Like I 
said, we were only there five days, but “Trail Magic” is a beauty of the Appalachian Trail.  It is people 
who take care of one another just through acts of kindness because they are a community.   
  
I think I shared with you that one woman I had a conversation with who finished the trail told me that 
she had gotten on the Appalachian Trail to get away from people.  She had lost her faith in 
people.  She was stunned that, on the Appalachian Trail, her faith in people was rekindled because 
they were taking care of each other on the trail.   
  



So, that is some insight from my brief little moment on the trail.  It will be interesting as I go along and 
learn more about the trail and my experience hiking (which will not be for another year) to see what 
other pieces of wisdom I gain.  They are really just pieces of wisdom for the living of life.  It doesn’t 
have to do with hiking.  It has to do with how we live our lives, the wisdom that guides our lives, and 
the reminders of what is important in life, so I am thankful for that time and those pieces of wisdom 
which I hope I can hold onto and live with, and that all of us can be reminded of what is important in 
life.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.   
  
 


