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Lessons Learned While Alone
By the Rev. J. Randolph Alexander, Jr.

| had an experience recently of being really, really alone.

In September | was blessed to visit another national park, as part of my
guest to explore as many of our parks as possible. | went to Glacier National
Park in Montana, a vast, glorious, inspiring place. | was totally alone on this
trip for about a week. | viewed it as a time of retreat, a prayerful opportunity
to connect with God in nature, and to take some inventory of my life in
general.

Glacier’s hiking trails are plentiful and fabulous. One day | set out on one of
the best known, the Highline Trail. Many signs at the trailhead spoke of how
challenging the trail was, how exposed it was to the elements and heights,
and that hikers should really consider whether they had prepared sufficiently
to embark upon it.

The trail was awesome, in the true sense of that word. | knew it would be
about 12 miles to get to the end, and that it would entail catching a shuttle



bus from a lower elevation back to where my car was parked, several miles
north. | found out on the way that the shuttles had stopped running. “Oh
well,” | thought, “surely | can hitchhike back up to my car,” and | trudged on.

| met several folks who were turning back, having experienced plenty of the
trail. Yet | decided to keep going, and | reached the point where it would
have been further to turn around and return to the start than it would have
been to continue on towards the finish. | began to wonder what | was trying
to prove, but stubbornness prevailed.

Other hikers warned us of a mother bear up ahead with her cubs.
Experienced hikers around me reminded us all to start making noise — sing,
clap — which should help convince any bears to avoid us. | reached down to
reacquaint myself with the bear spray in the holster on my belt.

| then started the steep, final descent. | somehow stumbled into a bush and
over-corrected, straining my left knee in the process. That slowed me down,
but | kept going. The sun was getting lower on the horizon, and | realized |
had no idea how long it would take me to get to the end of the trail. | found
myself completely and utterly alone, which was wonderful, up to a point.

My phone told me there was absolutely no cell service. | took an inventory of
my water and the flashlight in my backpack, and | realized my phone was
down to 20% power. | committed to taking no more pictures. A beautiful
moon came into view, ever more clearly.

Night was falling fast, and it was becoming really dark, and | couldn’t help
but wonder what might be hiding in any of the closely encircling bushes.
Soon it was truly dark, but | was determined not to use the flashlight until |
had to, both to save power and to avoid calling attention to my presence for
any wild things.

Then | fell. | sprained my ankle, and the flashlight was tossed away and
ahead of me. | lay there in the complete darkness, in pain, and realized
there was no one around, probably for miles. | knew | had to get up and get
out of there, the pain notwithstanding.



| had to tell myself several things: 1) You are not lost; you are on the trail;
you just have to keep going, and 2) Use the power that comes from just
keeping going, in trudging on, putting one foot in front of the other.

| began to wonder whether | might have to spend the night out in Glacier
National Park, although | wondered how | would possibly be able to sleep.

Finally, | heard a car in the far distance, and its lights pierced the darkness,
so | knew | was close to the road.

Then the road appeared, and the parking lot, but it was completely deserted.
| felt somewhat better, but | knew | had to find a ride somehow back to my
car. A couple of cars came by, and | started flashing a predictable pattern
with the flashlight, but the cars kept going on by. | couldn’t really blame
them. After all, would | stop for someone way out here in the deep darkness
of the wilderness?

And then | started to pray. “Lord, | try to help a lot of people, and our church
certainly does. | really need some help now! It was one of those honest,
bullet prayers, straight from the heart. As | prayed | realized it was really
getting cold now, as the temperature was plummeting.

One more car was coming, and | tried again, but it, too, passed by. But then
it stopped, and reversed, backing up the hill. Two young guys who had been
hiking and camping invited me to climb in. | thanked them profusely, and
then | thanked them some more.

They asked what line of work I'm in and | said, “You won't believe it, but I'm
a pastor.” And one of the guys said, “Oh, we're Christians, too, and | had the
feeling that | needed to stop for you.”

That reminded me that | had never been completely alone, after all. The
image of sticking to the trail, while putting one foot in front of the other,
seems apt for life as a whole.

Thank you, Jesus.



