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Minister, writer, and speaker John Ortberg wrote about the time a friend of 
his gave him and his wife the gift of a ski trip to his resort in the Swiss Alps. John’s 
wife was an experienced skier and she was excited to go. John had never been on 
skis before in his life, so he was understandably both excited and a little nervous. 
After a few practice runs on the bunny hill, however, his nervousness had 
vanished and John announced he was ready for something a bit more 
adventurous. 

 So began John’s incredibly journey. He and his wife took a chair lift part of 
the way up the mountain. John’s wife also happens to be terrified of heights, so 
she wrapped herself around the pole that was between them on the chair. She 
told her husband that although she loved him dearly, that was her pole and if he 
so much as touched it he’d get to meet Jesus that day. John, amused at her, 
simply said, “Don’t look down.” 

 When the chair lift had taken them as far as it could, they got on something 
called a T-bar to take up the rest of the way. Unfortunately, they fell off the T-bar 
just before they reached the top, and landed in deep snow. While they waited for 
a St. Bernard that never came to rescue them, they could hear other skiers 
offering them what John said sounded like helpful advice, if only he knew what 
the word “Dumkopf” meant.  Finally, a man named Hans jumped off the T-bar and 
helped John and his wife get up and led them through hip-deep snow for about 
an hour to the nearest slope that would take them down the mountain. 

 When they got to the slope, John noticed it looked like it went downhill at 
about an 85 degree angle and was marked with the symbols of both a black 
diamond and a skull and cross bones. For John’s wife, the experienced skier this 
was not a problem, but John had never been down anything other than a bunny 
hill, and that was about an hour before hand. That is when Hans gave John the 
only skiing lesson he’s ever had in his life: “Don’t look down,” Hans said, repeating 
the words John had spoken to his wife when she was afraid. Hans went on to 
explain, “You will be frightened by the slope and overwhelmed by the distance. 



When new skiers look down, they panic, then when they face ahead on a slope 
this steep…” then Hans made a hand motion and whistle that John did not find 
encouraging. “I think you can make it,” Hans said, and John tried not to notice the 
way he had said the word “think”. “Just remember one thing,” Hans said again, 
“Don’t look down.” 

 John writes that “Don’t look down” became the number one rule in his life. 
He didn’t look down. No matter what.  Young children would ski between his legs 
to try and get him to watch them go down. John did not look down. People skied 
past him, took the chair lift back up, just to go past him again to see how many 
times they could lap him. John did not look down. John writes that he quite 
possibly pulled off the ugliest ski run in history, maybe even setting the record for 
the most zig-zag turns ever made.  Although John admits to not skiing very well 
that day, he did manage to get one thing right: he did not look down. And while 
how he got down wasn’t pretty, he did get to the bottom of the hill in one piece, 
and didn’t take out any other skiers along the way. 

 This same advice of “Don’t look down” seems to be what Jesus was saying 
to his listeners in our Gospel this first Sunday in the Church year and the season of 
Advent. The word Advent means “coming”, and we usually begin the year and 
season with the reminder that we are waiting for Jesus to come again even as we 
wait for the celebration of his birth.  

 In the early days of the church, back when the Gospels were written down, 
the early Christians were also in the mindset of waiting for Jesus to return. They 
first believed his return would be within their lifetimes, but as the years passed, 
and their generation started to die, they began to realize Jesus’ return wasn’t 
going to happen when they thought it would. That may be why when we read 
Mark’s Gospel, which scholars tell us was most likely the first Gospel to be written 
down, the return of Jesus sounded like a warning and a vindication to followers 
who may have needed reassuring following Christ was worth the persecution and 
rejection they may have experienced. However, in Luke’s Gospel, which scholars 
tell us was written probably about 20 years after Mark, there appears to be a 
different tone to the reference of Jesus coming again. In Luke we don’t get the 
sense of a time table, only the hope that Christ is coming again, even if no one 
knows when, and what that means for those who follow Jesus. 

 



 That might be way the author of Luke has Jesus say, “stand up, raise your 
heads”, which sounds a lot like the advice John Ortberg gave his wife and Hans 
gave John when they stood before a potentially frightening and overwhelming 
reality: “Don’t look down.” 

 “Don’t look down” doesn’t mean ignoring the landscape, or its potential 
threats or problems, or good parts. “Don’t look down” doesn’t mean pretending 
the situation is different from what it is. “Don’t look down” is advice for how to 
traverse any situation where we feel overwhelmed, frightened, or confused. 
“Don’t look down” means focusing on what can be done instead of focusing on 
what could be described as insurmountable odds. 

 A few days ago I came across an example of a woman in California who 
embodied this advice of “Don’t look down”. She had been watching the same 
disturbing and upsetting images you and I have seen on TV and Facebook of the 
Syrian Refugees struggling in so many ways to find safe haven in lands that will 
accept them. This woman was concerned and disturbed by the refugees’ tired yet 
determined and often desperate faces. And she noticed something else: she 
noticed the children. Especially the very young children and infants that were 
being carried by their family members. She remembered when her own children 
were that young and how quickly they became heavy in her arms, how hard 
carrying them became, and she couldn’t begin to imagine how much harder it 
must be for the refugees who have to carry their little children as they walk miles 
and miles every day. 

 It would have been easy for this woman to look down, to feel bad, 
overwhelmed, angry. To blog about her feelings. To say someone should do 
something. Instead, she did something. She couldn’t solve the refugee problem by 
herself, but she could find a way to help them by providing child carriers for 
parents and grandparents to help them transport their children. You remember, 
there are slings, backpacks, and other types of devices for carrying young 
children, and this woman put a call out via the internet to collect child carriers 
people were no longer using for the refugees. The response was enormous. Lots 
of people wanted to help. Not only did people donate used and new carriers, they 
donated money so this woman and several others were able to fly to Greece 
where they greeted the refugees when they arrived and not only gave them the 
carriers, they showed them how to use them. 

 



 In an interview, this woman said what she noticed touched the refugees 
more than the carriers themselves, was knowing people from so far away cared 
about them and did what they could to help. This gave the refugees something 
even more important than the carriers: it gave them hope. 

 Hope because one person did not look down. Hope because one person 
focused on what could be done instead of being overwhelmed by desperately bad 
news. 

 In many ways, times have not really changed that much since the Gospels 
were written. We still are faced with disappointments, fears, worries, and 
desperate situations. We are also bombarded with opinions of those in leadership 
positions or aspiring to leadership positions who are quick to tell us what to do, 
often inspiring fear or panic.  If this isn’t enough, we are repeatedly told our 
churches are shrinking and that we should be doing certain things to attract new 
members, and I often wonder if these suggestions or consultations are made out 
of fear rather than being able to imagine a deeper way to be a church and live our 
faith.  

 Stories like the woman in California who didn’t look down are rare, but so 
rarely reported but they are so very important. Because she reminds us we are 
not as powerless as we sometimes might feel in the face of the realities of things 
like terrorist attacks, catastrophes, and changing culture. And while there will 
always be the voices calling us to panic, that doesn’t mean we have to panic, we 
don’t have to respond to such events by becoming intoxicated with worry or 
anxiety. We can raise up our heads, we can look at these situations with the eyes 
of hope, which is how we can see opportunities where we can be compassionate 
beings, and maybe help bring God’s love closer to everyone, which is to say to 
make Christ, the love of God Incarnate, known. 

 Maybe the Church has us start the year and season of Advent with the 
advice of “Don’t Look Down” for that reason: to remind us we are not only 
waiting for Christ, but to remind how we are to wait. With hope that makes Christ 
known. Even in the face of despair. Even when the odds look insurmountable. 
Even when it looks frightening. No matter what we face we are called to be like 
John Ortberg skiing down that black diamond slope and the woman in California 
by raising our heads in hope. 

 



 These next few weeks will have no shortage of opportunities for us: there 
will be concerts to attend, programs to go to, projects to finish, gifts to buy and 
wrap and send, decorations to put up, goodies to bake, cards and letters to send, 
and so on and so on as we prepare for our Christmas celebrations. While we are 
getting ready for Christmas I am sure the news will remain the same, so it might 
be easy for us to forget the opportunity we all have this Advent to be people of 
hope in the midst of it all. But we don’t have to forget. We can look for those 
opportunities to embody hope, however that might look for us. This Advent we 
can live the message of Advent, even if we start to feel stressed, we can 
remember Jesus words, “raise your heads”, the woman in California’s example, 
and John Ortberg’s advice: Don’t look down.  


