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In the summer of 2015, I had the opportunity to take a renewal leave as a part of my ministry as a 

District Superintendent. While the Bishop had told me that I could do anything I wanted and 

even nothing at all since the time was for “renewal,” I decided that I wanted to do three things to 

make that time productive. 

 

First, I wanted to do something that would help me to grow as a pastor. I wanted to be certain 

that there was a continuing education piece of my time away. Second, I wanted to spend some 

time in reflection and prayer so that I might grow spiritually and continue to nurture my 

relationship with God. Finally, I wanted to spend some time renewing my relationships with 

family and friends. 

 

The second half of my leave, Dawn and I fulfilled the last goal to connect with family and 

friends. We lived in our 28-foot travel trailer for about five weeks as we travelled out west, 

visiting sights on our bucket list, sharing time with her brother and his family in Colorado, and 

even visiting the churches and the towns that I served in southwest Wisconsin when I was a 

student pastor in seminary. Believe it or not, after all that time in a travel trailer together with our 

dog, we still love one another. We actually had a great time and found a lot of renewal in that 

month. 

 

The first half of my time, however, I decided that it would be a great opportunity for me to walk 

a very sacred journey on the Camino de Santiago; to live life as a pilgrim for a little more than a 

month. As a former Spanish major, I wanted to renew the language that I had forgotten over the 

years. I also knew that if I walked the traditional Camino Frances route—almost 500 miles, from 

southern France, over the Pyrenees, and across northern Spain to the tomb of Saint James, the 

apostle—it would provide ample opportunity for me to pray and reconnect with God as well as to 

meet new people on the journey. Through this journey, I would accomplish the first two goals of 

my renewal leave. Dawn, who was not so interested in walking 500 miles, told me to “have fun” 

and she’d see me when I got home. 
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Months before I left, I started training for my journey. I got a pair of hiking boots and began to 

break them in. I went to REI over in Troy whenever I was in town and picked up my first hiking 

backpack and most of my gear. I read books and online articles about what to pack. I began to 

walk along the shores of Lake Superior in Marquette, Michigan, almost daily to build up my 

endurance. I even researched the routes that I would take. 

 

All throughout my training, however, I knew that I would really have to yield to the journey each 

day, not necessarily knowing where I might eat or sleep or with whom I might be walking. I had 

never done anything like this in my life. If I might confess for a moment, I found the idea of this 

journey a little unsettling as much as I looked forward to it. I’m a little bit of a control freak. I 

like to have plans in place. When we go on vacation, I plan out the days and what we will do 

together. Dawn says that I’m a control freak. She’s probably right. I like to know what’s in store 

along the way. 

 

In fact, I even bought my plane tickets because I knew that I might not be able to finish this 

walk. My brother was the more athletic of the two of us growing up, and he said, “I’m not so 

sure you can do this.” While I’m not too athletic, I’m very competitive and considered his words 

a challenge. 

 

As I began to pack my backpack, I thought about what would be most essential to carry with me.  

I grew a beard for the first time in my life on the Camino because I didn’t want to carry the 

shaving cream and razor each day. Besides, who has time to shave when you wake up at 4:30 

a.m. to begin walking? Over and over again, I read that your backpack shouldn’t weigh more 

than your ten percent of your total body weight. As a bigger guy, I thought that ten percent was 

great. I could still carry quite a bit and be under ten percent of my body weight. 

 

On my first day of walking, I encountered so many people who were comparing what their 

backpacks weighed. They were all bragging that they got theirs down to 12 to 14 pounds. I was 

worried what would happen if I failed to carry enough water to make it from town to town. In 

fact, in the first few days I packed quite a bit of water because my worst fear was being stuck 

without it somewhere on the road. Water, by the way, is one of the heaviest items in your 

backpack. Other pilgrims looked at me like I was crazy when I told them that my backpack 

weighed 20 pounds. They were not reassured that it was still under ten percent of my body 

weight. 

 

It wasn’t long before I realized that I always seemed to have water in my reservoir when I 

entered a new town. After a day or two carrying the extra weight, I began to feel like a pilot 

determining how much fuel is enough to carry so that you’re not wasting valuable energy 

resources going to your next destination. Most days, that was my goal: just get to the next town 

and see where I went from there. From my training, I figured that I could probably do about 12 

to 14 miles per day at first. What did I know? I had never accomplished a journey like this in my 

life. 

 

Over this past week, as I’ve opened up the scriptures and read this story from Luke’s gospel 

about how Jesus sends out the twelve disciples into the world, I stopped almost instantly each 

time as I remembered my own packing two years ago now. Gathering the twelve disciples 
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together, Jesus gives them “power and authority over all demons and to cure diseases” as he 

sends them out with a two-fold mission to “proclaim the kingdom of God and to heal.”1 

 

I don’t know about the disciples, but my next thought would have been, “Great to have the 

power and authority, but what do I need to pack?” Jesus tells them, “Take nothing for your 

journey, no staff, nor bag, nor bread, nor money—not even an extra tunic.”2 Even I had a change 

of clothes as a I travelled across Spain: and a total of three pairs of socks and underwear. 

 

So this group of fisherman, tax collectors, and such who are prepared for most things are sent out 

to preach and to heal. All the while they are told to take nothing with them as they go out to 

accomplish a mission that was so unlike anything they had ever done in their lives. Don’t take a 

walking stick to steady yourself along the way, a bag to carry things, any food or money—not 

even a change of clothes. 

 

Did you hear me say that my backpack weighed 20 lbs.? I don’t know about you, but I like to 

make sure that I have everything that I need to accomplish a mission. I was a Boy Scout growing 

up, and their motto was “Be Prepared.” Someone once asked Baden-Powell, the founder of 

scouting, “Be prepared for what?” “Why, for any old thing,” he said.3 

 

I don’t know how I might have responded to Jesus’ commissioning if I were one of the twelve.  

I’d like at least to carry a backpack and something with me. How can we accomplish the mission 

without some resources? Jesus’ command to the disciples, however, was to rely upon the 

hospitality of their hosts.4 

 

Eugene Peterson, in his paraphrase, The Message, quotes Jesus’ words just different enough to 

give some perspective on why in the world Jesus might tell the disciples to take nothing with 

them. Peterson writes, [Jesus] “said, ‘Don’t load yourselves up with equipment. Keep it simple, 

you are the equipment.’”5 

 

Several years ago as I taught one of my first book studies in Bloomington, Wisconsin, where I 

was serving as a student pastor, I remember the class was talking about evangelism and sharing 

our faith stories. At one point in time, one of my church leaders turned to me and said, “Pastor, I 

really leave this up to you. You’re the pastor. You’re the one who is trained to do this 

evangelism thing. I’d rather bring people to you and you can evangelize them. I could say 

something, mess it up, and that person could end up in hell for my failure to communicate the 

message the right way.” 

 

I don’t quite remember what I said to him at the time, but I’d love to share my transcripts with 

him. Back then, the seminary requirement was to take an elective in evangelism, church 

administration or ethics, I think. Evangelism was not a required course; it was an elective among 

three. I didn’t take it. For a time, I was worried about the eternal consequences of my words 

whenever I shared my faith until I learned to leave the saving work up to God as I took on the 

task we’ve been given: to proclaim the kingdom or to preach the good news. I realized that my 

job was to scatter and water the seeds of God’s love in the lives of people while God was 

responsible for the growth. 
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Peterson seems to grasp the responsibility before us well: we are the equipment. With Jesus, we 

have what we need to accomplish the task of making disciples for the transformation of the 

world. We just need to step out and do it. Our work really is that simple. 

 

Two years ago, as I packed my backpack for the Camino, I brought along a sleeping bag as well 

as a sleeping bag liner. I didn’t want to be too cold in the mountains or too hot in the plains. I 

even brought a clothesline that I may have used once or twice in 36 days. Along the journey, I 

began to realize that there was so much that I didn’t need to have with me, so I left items behind 

to bless another pilgrim on the way. The things that I thought were really important early on in 

my pilgrimage became less important as my backpack got lighter and lighter along the road. It 

wasn’t just my experience; it was the experience of so many pilgrims as you realize what you 

really need for the journey. 

 

Reading the scripture this morning makes me wonder what we pack with us as we live out our 

lives together as a church. As we seek to be about our mission at Birmingham First and Berkley 

First “to gather, nurture, and equip disciples of Jesus Christ for ministry and mission in the 

world,” what is required for us to accomplish our mission? What is most important for us as we 

focus on this goal? Are there things that we have put in our ministry backpack that it may be 

time for us to leave aside? What might Jesus be asking us to carry with us today? 

 

Not too long ago, I shared with you that Compass, our church’s visioning team, has worked hard 

to identify a group of people who are working with our consultant, Susan Beaumont, to help us 

discern as a church where it is that God is leading us in the coming years. Just the other day, 

we’ve decided to name the planning team “Forward” as we seek to faithfully journey forward 

into the future that God has in store for us at Birmingham and Berkley First. As we prepare for 

that future, we’ll be examining our church’s backpack. 

 

Over the next few months, we’ll be taking stock of what we’ve packed for this journey that God 

has placed before us. In two weeks, you’ll have an opportunity to take a survey at the end of 

worship that will help us to look into our backpack a little. In mid-October and early November, 

there will be multiple opportunities to take part in some listening circles at a variety of times as 

we listen deeply to one another and to God who often speaks through us in the still, small voice 

of community. Both the survey and the listening circles are great ways for you to journey with us 

in this soul-tending season in the life of our church. Your participation will help us to know 

better what we might lay down along the way as well as what we might pull out to use in this 

part of our journey together. 

 

As we embark on this journey together, we realize that we, too, are the equipment that God uses 

to accomplish the mission of making disciples of Jesus Christ and transforming the world. As 

hurricanes create vast destruction, your gifts of money, flood buckets and hygiene kits are visible 

testimonies of God’s love at work in our world. As children gather for choirs, Sunday School, 

youth groups, preschool and mission, we witness signs of God’s love at work through them. As 

mission teams are sent throughout our nation and our world, we give witness to God’s loving 

presence and even see God in those with whom we serve. 
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As we gather for our Embark event this afternoon for a time of fun, food, fellowship, missions 

and music, we witness our love for one another and God’s love at work in us. As people gather 

for worship with us in sacred spaces where all are welcomed, affirmed, loved and invited to the 

journey of faith with us, we are the equipment God uses to share the message. As we advocate 

for justice for oppressed peoples in far off lands and in our own nation, we are the equipment 

that God chooses to use. As we cry out for peace, beating swords into plowshares so that hungry 

people may be fed instead of exploited, we are the equipment God uses to transform our world. 

 

You are the equipment. I am the equipment. We are the equipment God uses to proclaim the 

kingdom and to bring healing to a broken world. And together, as the body of Christ, we are 

enough! With Jesus, we will find enough on our journey for the journey. 

 

Peterson paraphrases Luke’s account of the results of disciples’ mission this way: 

 

Commissioned, they [the disciples] left. They travelled from town to town telling 

the latest news of God, the Message, and curing people everywhere they went.6 

 

Over the course of 500 miles in northern Spain, I walked. Some days, all I could do was walk to 

the next town. And yet the conversations and friendships that I encountered along the way 

transformed me and others on our common journey. 

 

Where is God leading us in the coming years? What will we pack? What will we lay aside? 

We’ll be asking ourselves these questions in the coming days. But one thing is certain: God will 

continue to use us along the way. When we step out on the journey, God will transform us as 

well as the world to which we have been sent. I can’t wait to see what God has in store for us as 

we Embark on the Journey! 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Luke 9:1-2, NRSV. 
2 Luke 9:3, NRSV. 
3 http://usscouts.org/advance/boyscout/bsmotto.asp 
4 Luke 9:4, NRSV. 
5 Luke 9:3, The Message. 
6 Luke 9:3, The Message. 


