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Rock Climbing glossary: 

Anchor: the last point that the rope is attached, found at the top of a cliff or rock; 

Belay: for safety, a person holds the end of the rope at the bottom of the rock; 

Carabiner: metal rings used as connections; 

Harness: like a belt and worn by a climber to stay attached to rope; 

Holds: a place on a rock or climbing wall where a person can cling or stand; 

Nuts: metal attached to a wire loop inserted into cracks in a rock for protection; 

Wedges: a tapered piece of metal inserted into cracks in a rock.

 THE ROCK

by Sarah M. Isaacson

“Here we are,” our leader Kiki said. 

Our youth group stared upward as our two leaders talked about how to proceed. Three times taller than the practice wall at our community center, a craggy wall made of rough granite stood before us. The top, our destination, appeared too far away. I gulped and had second thoughts about having signed up to do this.

“As we discussed before,” Kiki said, “I’ll climb first and set the wedges and nuts. Janna, my trusty assistant, will stay down here and be your belayer. But first, let’s pray.”

We made a quick circle and Kiki led. “Heavenly Father, we dedicate this climb to you. Thank you for giving us strong bodies to do this. Help us to use the lessons and wisdom we have learned to make good decisions and take courageous steps. In the name of Jesus.”

“Amen!” we all said. 

After the prayer, I felt a teensy bit more confident. We each stepped into our harnesses and pulled them up to our waists. After I had tightened mine and attached my carabiner, my friend checked me and I checked her, just like we had been taught. We were ready for the rope.

We craned our necks to watch Kiki scramble up the rock like a spider, pausing, and scrambling upward again. Her eleven years of experience showed as she deftly located cracks. Occasionally, she dusted her hands with chalk. Then like a tiny doll on a very tall building, she stood at the top. She yelled down to us. “Okay, I’m ready when you are!”

I wanted the other girls try it before me, but they were just as inexperienced. I thought about the lessons we had taken, the hours we had spent practicing our knots and holds, and how many times we had triumphantly reached the top of the practice wall. This wall was only taller. I found my hand slowly rising to volunteer. “I’ll do it. I’ll go first.”

“Great,” Janna said, “and remember, girls have strong legs. That’s the way God made ya. Use what God gave ya.”

I threaded the rope through my carabiner and knotted it. After she checked my work, I grabbed for my first hold and climbed onto the rock. As I stood off the ground, I breathed deeply and the fresh air encouraged me. I reached for a new hold and Janna tightened the rope.

After several easy placements of my hands and feet, I stopped. I had progressed several feet from the ground. My feet were secure, but I didn’t know where to place my right hand next.

“Take your time. It’s okay. I’ve got ya,” Janna said from below me. 

I had made sure to drink plenty of water earlier. Still, my mouth felt uncomfortably dry. I felt tired. This had to be as far as I was able to go. I let myself dangle from the taut rope. 

“Grab for the wall again,” Kiki said from above. 

“I can’t,” I yelled up to her. My voice croaked, not revealing my earlier optimism. I considered having Janna lower me to the ground. It would be easier than continuing. Then I made the mistake of looking down. “Agh!”

“Calm yourself,” Kiki’s voice carried, “Listen to me. You can’t see what I can from up here. You’re past the halfway mark. You’re almost here. The hardest part is over. It’ll be worth it, really!”

When my body swung closer to the rock, I grabbed the edge of a narrow crevice. Then I placed my feet onto the rocky wall. This is what I had spent months practicing. This was my opportunity to put my lessons to the test. I reached above me. Unable to see my hand, I felt around blindly until I located a hold. Encouraged, I grunted as I stretched my legs to my next spot. My muscles burned.

The final ten feet of my climb lasted longer than the first three-fourths of my climb, but I advanced hand over hand, and inch by inch. Occasionally I heard encouragement from above and voices of friends encouraging me from the ground.

By the time I reached the top, the climb had become easier. I felt like I could climb forever. Still, I sighed relief when Kiki helped me past the anchor. A sense of joy and strength flowed out of me. 

“Congratulations, you did great! I knew you could do it,” Kiki said, and hugged me. Then she knelt to coach the next climber.

From our lofty position, I stood higher than the treetops. I saw the far off river like a piece of thick, silver thread and the distant road that looked like a wavy piece of rope. The view made everything appear miniature, like Kiki had when I was on the ground. 

Waiting for the others at the top of that rock, with a bird’s eye view of the incredible valley, I prayed. That was new for me. Usually I only prayed when I needed something, like when we started the climb. But something came out of my mouth, naturally—a prayer of thanks. 

Thanks Lord for your awesome world. I really like it. Thanks for making it for us to enjoy. Thank you for strong muscles and good balance. Thank you for these sights and the smell of fresh air. Thanks.

 * * *
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