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I’m not usually an extreme sports enthusiast, but this month I 

found myself following the work of two rock climbers as they 

made history, or at least rock-climbing history, by free-climbing 

the Dawn Wall of El Capitan up in Yosemite.  You may have heard 

about them.  The picture of the route they climbed is on the front 

of the Order of Service today. 

I’m not quite sure what captured my imagination about this 

particular climb, which they successfully completed on January 

15th. For one thing, I love the name of that particular face of rock – 

the Dawn Wall. It is just about the most poetic name for a granite 

cliff that I can think of. I can imagine watching the wall during 

sunrise, gleaming gold and pink against a clear blue sky, 3,000 

feet straight up. Sheer, as if the mountain was a cake sliced in half. 

So I am drawn in by the poetry, the beauty of the landscape.  But 

the truth is, I don’t even like rock climbing. I have learned, over 

the course of my life, that I am terrified of it, in fact.  Perhaps 

that’s the other reason I was fascinated.  Poetry and fear, 

combined together, can be powerful. 

I am not terrified of many things. And when I use that word, 

terrified, I mean more than just afraid.  I bump into fear all the 

time. But terrified, in a way that short circuits my brain, in an 
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irrational way, I’m not terrified of many things.  I’ve always loved 

snakes and spiders. Public speaking doesn’t get to me, thankfully.  

Roller coasters, airplanes, crowds, no problem. 

But put me up on a rock wall and I freeze, my stomach drops out, 

and it takes great effort to even move a muscle.  It is not even 

about heights – I can look down from the top of something just 

fine.  But even when I am attached by ropes and harnesses, even 

when my rational brain tells me I am safe and sound, my body is 

screaming “Don’t let go or you are going to die!” and I clutch onto 

the rock, frozen and immobile. 

The thing is, you can’t make any progress in rock climbing unless 

you are willing to let go.  

So perhaps I am fascinated by Tommy Caldwell and Kevin 

Jorgeson because I can’t imagine what would it would be like to 

free climb 3000 feet up a sheer cliff.  Yes, they were secured by 

ropes to catch them when they fell, but every inch of progress, 

every move forward was done only using their hands and feet. 

There was this one part where the climber had to jump across and 

8 ½ foot gap between handholds, a dyno they call it, a leap where 

all your feet and hands actually leave the rockface for a second 

and you are aiming for a crack the size of a doorjamb.  It took 

Caldwell seven days and 11 tries, just to make this one move. 
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In an interview on day ten of the climb1, which took 19 days total, 

in an interview that took place while they were hanging in their 

suspended climbing tents on the side of the wall, they were asked 

if they ever got scared, looking down.  How did they prepare for 

that?  I was astounded to learn that they spent seven years 

working on this route.  Seven years, practicing each segment, each 

pitch, as it is called.  Planning the route, handhold by handhold.  

Learning the rock face intimately. Seven years of falling, falling, 

and trying again, until they were ready to string it all together and 

make the climb.    

And then it made more sense to me, how they could do it.  It 

wasn’t just the moment, it wasn’t just the clip on youtube of the 

jump from point A to point B.  It was years of practice, engaging 

both the physical, mental and emotional skills to do the work.  

Courage came through experience, but not the experience of the 

full free climb itself.  Courage came through the thousands of 

micro-climbs, the time and intention set aside with the knowledge 

that when the long climb began, it would only succeed on the 

strength of these micro-climbs over years of preparation.   

What are the micro-climbs in your life? What are the little pieces 

of your life and work that you return to, day after day, working out 

                                                           
1 NPR, “All Things Considered”, January 6, 2015. Interview with Melissa Block. 
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your handholds across some previously unknown territory, until it 

becomes familiar?  What kind of courage is it to walk into your 

office again on Monday, after the week before that just felt like fall 

after fall?  What kind of courage do you summon when you pick 

up the phone to call your brother, trying once again to 

communicate across the distance and the years of 

misunderstandings?   

It takes years, sometimes, and a special kind of courage to keep at 

it, bit by bit. 

(pause) 

Years of preparation, and a good support team. 

Because that was the other thing. Yes, it was the two of them 

making the climb.  But they were never alone.  Dozens of people 

were at their side, bringing them food and water and lots and lots 

of Neosporin for their fingertips. Family was waiting at the top, 

and both climbers talked about the people who inspired them, the 

climbers that paved the way for their work this week.  They were 

not alone, in body or spirit.  Courage is easier to find when you 

know that you will have people making the journey with you, 

when you know that someone is with you on the other end of the 

rope. 
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Last spring, on the service trip with our Youth Group to the Hopi 

and Navaho reservations, we went on a long hike down into a 

canyon.  It was longer than we anticipated, and by that I mean we 

got a little bit lost, and we ended up climbing our way out along a 

steep trail, using footpaths that predated even the ancestors of our 

Navaho guide.  Mountain goats would have been fine.  I was not.  I 

would get to a part of the trail that required using hands and feet 

to scramble up the rough sandstone slope and I would freeze, 

keenly aware of the canyon floor hundreds of feet below, watching 

everyone else make the climb with relative ease, and I knew in my 

head that I could do it, but once again the terror set in and I had 

to use every ounce of concentration I had just to move, one 

handhold at a time.  Fortunately, one of our trip companions had 

a nylon rope in his pack and he held onto one end while I grasped 

the other to help secure my ascent.  It wasn’t really necessary, this 

rope, but it sure made me feel better to hold on to something.  

But the real inspiration was the youth, scrambling up without 

hesitation, shouting encouragement to me, pausing until I could 

catch up.  I watched them ahead of me, trying to absorb their 

courage on the trail so that I could channel it through my own 

hands and feet, telling myself that if they could do it, so could I.  

And we all made it to the top of the canyon, together.  It wasn’t the 
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Dawn Wall, but it was an accomplishment.  I wasn’t expecting to 

have to climb my way out of a canyon that day. For one thing, I 

was wearing the completely wrong shoes.  

We don’t always get to choose our moments when we will need 

courage. We don’t always have on the right footwear. We don’t 

always get to map out our routes beforehand. We don’t get to 

spend seven years practicing what it is like to sit in the doctor’s 

office and find out you have cancer.  We don’t get to put on our 

safety harness and get our ropes ready before the phone call about 

the car accident, or the arrest, or the breakup. 

Sometimes we find ourselves unexpectedly standing at the foot of 

that mountain, looking up at the sheer cliff - the cliff of illness, 

loss, or violence, the cliff of war, oppression or hate, with no idea 

how we are going to get to the top of this thing.  

What do we do then?  What is courage, in that moment? 

(pause) 

Nelson Mandela once said that a sinner is a saint that keeps on 

trying.  As I hear that, it’s the same as saying that courage is 

failing over and over again, until one day you don’t. Or, as the 

Rev. Lindi Ramsden says, “Fail forward”.   
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We can practice - we may not get to choose our moment or plan 

our route, but that doesn’t mean we have to sit idly by until life 

choses to wallop us.  Because we all, every single one of us, will be 

called upon someday to be courageous. It is a promise that Life 

makes to us when we are born – you, my child, will need courage 

if you are to survive. 

And then, when that moment happens, when the worst hits home, 

when the storm comes down, I often hear people say something 

like, “You are so brave”.  Brave? I think to myself.  What is brave 

about getting into a car accident?  What is brave about 

encountering disease, or heartbreak, or being born into a family 

torn apart by addiction?  But underneath that platitude, I think 

our well-meaning friends are trying to point to something, 

something important.  It is a way of saying, “look, I can see that 

you are staring up at that cliff right now and wondering if you are 

going to make it, and I want you to know that I see, in you, the 

capacity to survive.  I want you to know that I believe in you.”  But 

we are not always that articulate in the moment, and we get shy 

about speaking emotional truths to one another, and so we say 

something like, “you are so brave.” 

But I like the word “courage” better than the word “brave”.  Brave 

feels like a fixed capacity, something you either are or aren’t. 
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Courage feels like a muscle, like something you can strengthen 

and expand with practice.  It is a capacity, a container that can get 

bigger or smaller, like our hearts, the root of the word, after all.   

Eleanor Roosevelt, in her book You Learn By Living, said;  

“Courage is more exhilarating than fear and in the long run it is 

easier. We do not have to become heroes overnight. Just a step at 

a time, meeting each thing that comes up, seeing it is not as 

dreadful as it appeared, discovering we have the strength to stare 

it down.” 

Courage and fear are not opposites, of course.  They are partners.  

Engaging our fears is what allows us to be courageous. To be 

present to one is to find the other. As John Wayne said, “Real 

courage is being scared to death and saddling up anyway”.    

I always like it when I can work John Wayne and Eleanor 

Roosevelt into a sermon together. 

Those two are on the same page when it comes to this topic.  You 

get nowhere by pretending that you are unafraid.  And you get 

nowhere by hiding from fear. As Eleanor Roosevelt said, “You 

gain strength, courage, and confidence by every experience in 

which you stop to look fear in the face.” 
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As a culture, we have a mixed relationship with fear.  On one 

hand, we lift up people like Tommy Caldwell and Kevin Jorgeson, 

people who do things that make my guts fall right out of me.  On 

the other hand, we strive to make our lives as comfortable and 

safe as possible, minimizing risk wherever we can.  And that’s only 

natural – it is part of what allows us to survive, the ability to use 

fear to recognize a dangerous situation.  We look fear in the face, 

and the urge is to run in the other direction.  And that works well, 

when you are staring into the mouth of a lion. 

But in the modern world, our ability to assess risk has gotten out 

of whack.  We are not very good at it any more.  Our gut tells us 

that what Jorgeson and Caldwell are doing is terrifying, and yet 

we get into our car and drive to the grocery store without another 

thought, when in reality, the drive across town is probably, 

statistically, much more dangerous than climbing El Capitan.   

One story that recently drove this home, this complicated 

relationship we have with risk and fear, is a recent news story 

about two parents who let their kids walk home from a park alone.  

The kids, ages 10 and 6, were about a half mile from their house 

when they were picked up by the police after someone called to 

report them walking by themselves.  The police drove them home, 

and then called in Child Protective Services to investigate the 
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family. The parents embrace what has come to be known as “free-

range Parenting”, sort of the opposite of the “Helicopter 

parenting” that you may have heard so much about.  Of course we 

have to give it a snappy name, but it basically boils down to a 

parenting style that embraces the idea of teaching your kids to 

take age-appropriate risks and allowing them to figure some 

things out on their own.  It is not about doing dangerous things, 

but rather about finding a better balance between our own fears as 

parents and the realistic level of risk in the world.  Realistically, 

walking home from the park is safer than driving.  But 

instinctually, driving gives us the illusion of control and safety.   

On one hand, we extol the virtues of courage and independence, 

and on the other hand, we increasingly insulate ourselves as well 

as our children from opportunities to practice these skills.  I’m not 

saying that you should take dangerous risks – Jorgeson and 

Caldwell did use ropes and harnesses to catch them when they fell 

-  but I am saying that finding places, appropriate places to test 

yourself, to get a little uncomfortable, to try something new and 

perhaps even to fail miserably at it, and try again, and again, to 

learn to fail forward, this is important.  

I know that we are a community that creates opportunities to 

practice courage.  We are like the base camp, where you can 
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practice tying knots and setting anchor points before attempting 

the full climb. We are like the support team, willing to send you 

supplies and cheer you on while you work out a particularly 

frightening move.  And sometimes, when we are at our best as a 

community of faith, we become like the rope itself, like the living 

embodiment of the love that will hold you securely on the 

mountainside. 

But we can’t get that way unless we practice, individually and 

together. We have to learn how to be courageous ourselves so that 

we may inspire others to join us. Sometimes that practice means 

standing up here at Coming of Age, delivering your personal credo 

to the whole congregation.  Sometimes is means speaking in front 

of a crowd for the first time when you are 58.  Sitting with a small 

group and sharing a personal story that makes you vulnerable, 

more vulnerable than you are comfortable being. Sharing space 

with someone you disagree with, and learning how to be friends 

despite those differences.  It can mean stepping up to lead a 

committee or task force when you have never led anything before, 

ever.  Showing up at a protest march, unsure of why you came but 

knowing that something important is happening. Praying for the 

first time ever.  Singing out loud, in front of actual other people. 
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Sitting in silence for the first time ever. All of these things are 

micro-climbs of the spirit. 

By practicing in this way, we build up strength, and flexibility, and 

capacity, so that when the big things come, and we know that they 

will, when the moment looms up like a rock face, sheer and 

terrifying, you are ready to saddle up anyway. 

Many of you have heard that statement about comforting the 

afflicted and afflicting the comfortable.  As if we are either one or 

the other – as if we are either comfortable or in pain. I believe that 

we are both.  We are both comfortable, and suffering.  And we 

have to figure out what to do about it.  To confront the pain, takes 

courage. To find courage, we must practice.  We are afraid of 

giving up the comfort, what small comfort we might have.  Afraid 

that what is out of our control will take over, if we open the door 

even just a little bit to our fear. 

But here, here we can be comforted and stretched.  No matter 

what happens, no matter how challenging the moment, or how 

terrible the news of the day, or how devastating the loss, there is a 

deeper truth.  You are not alone, and fear does not have the last 

word.  You are held in the arms of the universe, and nothing will 

change that. As Eleanor Roosevelt said, it is by confronting fear 

and living through it that we come to know our strength. 
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Practice knowing that. Get to know your strength, here. Practice 

taking risks, being present to fear, noticing that sinking feeling, 

and then, at the same time, knowing that there is always 

something else, there is courage, blooming.  Maybe it doesn’t 

show itself this time, or maybe it does.  Maybe you walk away 

again, maybe this is the eighth time you’ve tried to make this jump 

and you fall, again.  Maybe you don’t even try today, because the 

fear is so great.  But the courage is there, too, waiting, growing.  

And we are here, once again, willing to take the risk.   

May it be so, blessed be and amen. 


