On the Road with Jesus:

Packing Light

Mark 6:7-13, 10:17-22


Last week we started off on a summer road trip with Jesus, and discovered that taking a trip with him is somewhat expensive.  But worth it.  Today we will continue our preparations, as we learn from him how to pack for the journey.  What to take and what to leave behind.  


We’ll look at two quite familiar passages from the Bible.  Before I read them, I want to warn you about two opposite mistakes in interpreting them.   On the one extreme, you might think that you have to do exactly the same thing that the characters in the story are told to do.  That would be a mistake, because in each story, Jesus is talking to specific people about specific instructions that are meant specifically for them for a specific time in their walk with him.  So, it’s not about you.  And yet, it is about you.   The opposite mistake that can easily be made about these stories is to say that this does not apply to you at all.  But it does.  The stories have an underlying principle that the disciples of Jesus must learn and incorporate into their lives.   And that’s why Mark has preserved these stories for us.  So, listen for that principle as I read the stories to you.  

(Read both passages)


An elderly husband and wife were taking a road trip and they stopped for lunch at a roadside restaurant.  They ate their lunch and continued on their way.  About a half hour after they had resumed their driving, the wife realized that she had left her glasses on the table, and told her husband that they would need to turn around and go back and get them.  Her husband was not happy.  He fussed and complained all the way back to the restaurant.  They were wasting precious time and gas, he groused.  When they finally got back to the restaurant, the elderly woman got out of the car to go and get her glasses.  And her husband said, “While you’re in there, you may as well get my hat, too.”  (internet)


Don’t you hate when that happens?


Very often, the worst part of a trip is that moment when you have that sinking feeling that you left something behind.  Something that you really need.   Most of us spend quite a bit of time and energy, making lists and checking and double checking to make sure that we don’t leave anything behind. 


In our Bible stories for today Jesus turns this idea upside down.  Instead of telling us what to bring along, he tells us what to leave behind.  In fact he says that there are some things that must be left behind, if we want to follow him.    


At one level it’s just good common sense.  Take what you need, leave behind what you don’t need.  When I went to visit my family in May, I left behind my dogs and my fishing equipment.  I would have rather taken them with me, but they would have been in the way.  I packed as efficiently as I could so that I would stay under the weight and space limits of the airlines.  But when I go fishing in August, I will be loading up the dogs in the back of the Subaru and pulling a trailer full of fishing equipment and dog supplies and food for two weeks.  And I will leave behind my work clothes and my computer.  


It’s common sense.  But on a deeper level, this notion of what to bring and what to leave behind can become a much more serious matter.  


For instance, in 1845 Sir John Franklin was appointed commander of two ships on an expedition to discover the Northwest Passage.   They were last seen by a whaling vessel in July of that year.  When the remains of the ships were discovered in 1857,  it was determined that they had become icebound between Victoria Island and King William Island.  Everyone on board both ships died.  Well, exploring the Arctic is dangerous.  But what’s interesting is what the crew had decided to bring with them on their voyage.  In general terms, you could say that they outfitted their ships in a manner that would be more appropriate for the Royal Navy officers’ club than for an Arctic expedition.  They carried with them a large library, a hand organ, china place settings, cut-glass wine goblets, and sterling silver flatware.  The flatware was engraved with the individual officer’s initials and family crests.  The body of one officer was found wearing his fine blue uniform edged with silk braid, hardly a match for the bitter cold.  Another had in his pocket his personal set of silver flatware.  

I don’t imagine that any of these men, as they faced their death, wished that they had brought more silverware with them or a bigger library.  Any number of them may well have wished that they had brought extra coal for their steam engines.  (David E. Garland, Application Commentary on Mark, in loc)


Here’s another story that comes even closer to home, at least for me.  It’s about an elderly woman named Violet and her relationship with rhubarb.  I have known Violet all my life because she and her family lived in the farm closest to ours.  Back where I come from, rhubarb is a staple of life.  My mom could make anything out of rhubarb, and much to my dismay, she did:  pie, crisp, cake, torte, juice, jam, sauce, you name it.  Well, my neighbor Violet was no different.  She thought that rhubarb was a national treasure.  The other thing you need to know about Violet is that she is a diabetic, and any time she travels she needs to carry with her certain medical supplies. A few years ago when she flew to California to visit relatives, she dumped all her insulin and other medical supplies out of their large plastic container, and substituted rhubarb.  Her daughter asked her why in the world she would leave behind her insulin and take rhubarb on the airplane instead.  She said, “You can’t get home grown rhubarb just anywhere, you know!”      


Foolish, you say?  Dumping insulin for rhubarb?  


But take an honest look at your own life decisions.  Are you doing the same thing?  Are you packing along the things that are unnecessary and even a hindrance, maybe even life threatening, and leaving behind the things that bring life?  

Now, let’s take a look at our Bible stories.  I told you that they would show us an important principle.  Here it is:  If you want to go on the road with Jesus, you’ve got to learn to trust in God and not in your own resources. 

To drive this message home for his twelve disciples, Jesus tossed them in the deep end of the pool and told them to start swimming.  Just go with the clothes on your back and the sandals on your feet, and start preaching, he said.  God will provide the strength for the journey, the power for ministry and the provisions for your health and well being.      


In a similar Jesus shocked the sandals off the poor fellow in the second story by telling him to sell everything and give to the poor. It really rocked him back, didn’t it? You don’t need all that stuff that you have, Jesus said.  All that does is give you the illusion of security, the illusion of power.  The illusion of wealth.  In reality, your possessions are getting in the way.  You need to get rid of all that stuff, so you can follow me.


So, the message of both stories is the same: If you want to go on the road with Jesus, you’ve got to learn to trust in God and not in your own resources. The big difference between the two stories is that the disciples did what Jesus said.  The rich young man did not. 


This is no small thing.  It is the difference between following Jesus or not following Jesus.  Ministry or no ministry.  The disciples, who were able to let go of their own resources, had a powerful and effective ministry (despite the fact that they were still flawed human beings).  The rich, capable, upstanding young man, who could not let go;  well, his ministry never got off the ground.  He walked away a lost soul.    


Now, remember, neither of the stories is about you.  One story is about the disciples and the other is about that fine young man.  At the same time, both of the stories are about you. Because if you want to go on the road with Jesus, then you’ve got to learn to trust in God and not in your own resources. And in order to do that, you may well need to leave something behind. 


If you want to go on the road with Jesus, you’ve got to learn to trust in God and not in your own resources. This means that every disciple of Jesus needs to be willing to leave everything behind.  If you are a follower of Jesus, then everything that you own really belongs to God, and God can have it any time God needs it.  In essence, God holds title to your house, your car, your kids, your spouse.  You need to be willing to give it all up.  

And sometimes it’s true there is one thing in particular that has become what you might call excess baggage.  Something that is unnecessary to life has become the controlling factor in life. If this is true for you, Jesus may well say to you, the same thing he said to the young man:  You’ve got to get rid of that before you can follow me.  


For the wealthy young man in the story, that excess baggage was in the form of his possessions and also his own perceived ability to do good.  Your excess baggage may take a different form.  Are you hung up on a relationship?  Is envy or jealousy running your life?  Is guilt hanging like a millstone around your neck?  Is your life controlled by an addiction or a compulsion?  Are you living in the past, or living with a fantasy?   Whatever it is, it’s got to go.  Unless, of course, you don’t care about following Jesus.


It’s a little like New Jersey’s cell phone law that goes into effect on the First of July.  On that date you have to leave behind your hand-held cell phone when you get in your car.  Why?  The reason is simple.  It’s distracting and it’s dangerous to be talking on the phone and driving at the same time.  If you’re driving, you need to pay attention to your driving.  You might hurt somebody.   


And if you are following Jesus, you need to pay attention to where Jesus is leading.  Get rid of the distractions or they will lead you astray.  
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