
White County, GA

It was day three of Wild at Heart BASIC in 
White County, Georgia. There was an open 
invite to hike Mount Yonah (Cherokee word  
for bear). The trek is 4.4 miles with just over  
1500 ft. gained in elevation — not nothing, 
especially for a novice.

During lunch, one man from our group stood and announced 
a plan birthed ten minutes prior. For any willing to join, the 
aim was to get Jeremiah as far up the mountain as possible.

Jeremiah is taller than any man in the group and weighs 
in at just over 200 lbs (mostly muscle mass). His story 
includes an 11-year-old brain injury that impacted his 
sight, hearing and motor control in varying degrees. In his 
words, he dropped from 6 ft. 4 in. to 4 ft. 2 in. Jeremiah has 
brazen upper body strength from manning a wheelchair for 
over a decade. He is the kind of man who can split wood 
from a seated position. And his heart, intellect and wit rival 
the power in his forearms. His one discernible weakness 
(which is common to most men and which he is apt to admit) 
was a reluctance to ask for and receive help.

But now the challenge had been issued. Some of us were 
pressed to believe it would be possible to carry him that far 
(though we didn’t vocalize our doubts). And Jeremiah was 
pressed to consent to being carried.

The initial suggestion was to do a fireman’s carry and 
cart him up on our backs. What the proposal lacked in 
wisdom it made up for in passion. Someone quickly offered 
an alternative plan. We would build a home-made litter  
(see figure 1a). 

Within a few minutes we had two poles (scavenged from 
somewhere on camp) a borrowed nylon hammock and roll 
of duct tape. An additional couple minutes and we had a test 
subject hoisted on the shoulders of four men, never mind he 
was roughly eighty-five percent the size of Jeremiah.
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HOW TO BUILD A LITTER (figure 1A)
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Once the caravan of thirteen men arrived at the 
trailhead, we circled up in the dirt parking lot to pray.  
We then got Jeremiah elevated and started walking.  
After a few hundred yards all progress halted as we set 
him down to adjust the hammock. It took four tries 
but we eventually rigged the litter in a way that proved 
to hold. 

There were a variety of reactions from other hikers 
witnessing the attempt. Some stood silent while 
others voiced a sense of awe. Jeremiah capitalized 
on the audience and began offering rides. He also 
cautioned several concerned climbers about the 
mountain lion up the trail. The only reason the joke 
had any credence was because it was not entirely 
obvious why we were carrying him. In reality the 
closest thing we’d seen was a group of Chihuahuas 
being carried by their owners.

The flat, open trail quickly narrowed and the packed 
dirt gave way to boulders and fallen trees. At times 
one lead man had to drop off while the other took 

the weight of both poles in order to make a tight pass. 
We rotated on a regular basis and avoided looking up 
or ahead. Left shoulder, right shoulder and back. 

The hike was no more comfortable for Jeremiah 
as he took the brunt of the poles with his rib cage. 
But the only thing heard from him besides humor 
was gratitude. It is not lip service to say his joy was  
like fuel.  
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It took nearly ninety minutes but the trail finally 
opened up like a gulf. We’d made it to the first LZ 
(landing zone). In addition to attracting hikers, 
Mount Yonah is a training site for Army Rangers.

Jeremiah took up his canes and made his way out 
onto the landing. The camp below was in full view 
and beyond that, waving rows of blue draped with a 
smoke-like mist.
   

We counted it a win to have made the 1.5 miles to 
the first LZ. It was over a 600 ft. gain in elevation. 
After allowing enough time for the sunlight and sense 
of victory to saturate us, we took several pictures 
to commemorate the journey — one of which was 
captured by drone.

Photo taken by Jake Dowling 
at the first landing zone during 
a previous hike.
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Photo captured by drone
enthusiast Mike Robinson.
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The way back included a shortcut which required 
Jeremiah to sit and edge his way down under the 
control of his upper body. He navigated the rock 
faces like stairs. We paid more attention to loose rock 
and changed shifts more frequently. At one point a 
serious hiker asked if we needed Aspirin. Through 
labored breathing we had to explain the whole thing 
was planned. When we finally reached the bottom 
we were greeted by a collection of cheering witnesses  
who’d passed us and waited to see this experiment 
through to the end.

In reflecting on the afternoon, there is a weight to 
what we all experienced. It is more than a great story, 
though it is that. The next morning at breakfast, 
Jeremiah recounted the hike for those who had 
missed it. He spoke of the points in the trail where 
we’d passed through 26 in. Oaks that had been walled 
out, like Moses crossing the red sea. And he voiced 
the fear he’d felt every time we passed over a “friggin’ 
stalagmite” jetting up in the middle of the trail.  
He was certain if we’d dropped him it would have 
meant a broken coccyx.  
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But it was after we’d all gone home that I received a 
text from Jeremiah which captures the epic nature of 
our adventure. He wrote this:

“I wanted to remind you of the true struggle it was 
to let go and let God use me on that hike…to allow a 
bunch of guys I had just met bear the burden of my 
weight on their shoulders to get me to the LZ on that 
mountain…renouncing the agreements that I have 
been living with for 11 years, ‘I am just a liability,  
a disabled veteran, a wheelchair, real men don’t ask 
for help’… But all that is a lie, I am not dead, God is 
not done with me, I am powerful and strong, I have 
an indomitable will to never quit…[the Holy Spirit 
told me,] ‘you are not weak to ask for help, you’re 
stupid not to’… freedom like I hadn’t felt in years. 
I realized I needed to stop stiff-arming people and 
allow them to bless me and to receive blessing from 
God…I have committed to sonship and, if anything, 
to telling this story for the rest of my life.”

Days after the trip Jeremiah told a group of men 
there were “things I took up that mountain but they 
didn’t come back with me.”

Here is the remarkable thing though, Jeremiah 
was not the sole recipient. Whatever help we offered 
reverberated off him like an echo off the walls of 
a canyon. His strength infused us with strength.  
He modeled a humility that undercuts the fiercest 
pride in all of us. Who among us does not need help? 
Who among us does not need to be carried? 
Who among us does not need the love of our Father 
made manifest in the hand of our brother?

So thank you Jeremiah. 
Thank you for carrying us up that mountain.

“I AM NOT DEAD, GOD IS NOT DONE WITH ME.”
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