
Lessons of Faith: Travel Lightly
Mark 6:1-13
Lesson on Faith


What is faith? Faith is being grasped by the power of love. Faith is recognizing that what makes God is infinite mercy, not infinite control; not power, but love unending. Faith is recognizing that if . . . Jesus became like us, it was so that we might become more like him. We know what that means: watching Jesus heal the sick, empower the poor, and scorn the powerful, we see transparently the power of God at work.


I love the recklessness of faith. First you leap, and then you grow wings.

It is terribly important to realize that the leap of faith is not so much a leap of thought as of action. For while in many matters it is first we must see, then we will act; in matters of faith it is first we must do then we will know, first we will be and then we will see. One must, in short, dare to act wholeheartedly without absolute certainty.


There is nothing anti-intellectual in the leap of faith, for faith is not believing without proof but trusting without reservation. Faith is no substitute for thinking. On the contrary, it is what makes good thinking possible. It has what we might call a limbering effect on the mind; by taking us beyond familiar ground, faith ends up giving us that much more to think about. . . . if we give our lives to Christ, if we leave familiar territory and take the leap of faith, what we receive in return fills our minds altogether as much as it fills our hearts.

(William Sloane Coffin, Credo, pp. 7-8)
Sermon

The Sufi tradition includes a story about a people who were driven from their beautiful island home many years ago. The people migrated to another island, which was poor and sparse in comparison to the home for which they longed. Someday, they were promised, they would be able to return to their homeland, but that day would be centuries in the coming. 

Remembering their homeland made life in exile more miserable, and so the islanders tried to forget. Eventually, their previous life became little more than a lovely dream to their children and grandchildren.


But as dim as the memory was, the people still kept safe in their hearts the possibility that they might someday return home. They also preserved the art of shipbuilding so that if the day ever arrived, everyone might make the journey together.


Hundreds of years passed, and the people’s collective memory dimmed even more. Many now claimed that there had never been a homeland. Since there no longer existed a reason to sail the seas, shipbuilding seemed pointless and was eventually forgotten. 

But a few people believed the story of their origin, cherished the dream of return, and passed that belief down through the generations. Since no one knew how to build ships any longer, the only hope for returning to their home island lay in swimming.


One day the swimming instructors—the ones who preserved the old teachings—announced that it was time to swim home. By now, most of the islanders had never even heard the story of their homeland. They looked at the swimmers with curiosity and pity, shook their heads, and went on with their lives. 

Meanwhile, the swimming instructors told anyone who’d listen about the paradise that was their true home. Most of the people rejected the swimmers’ call, but a few listened and believed. These believers inquired about swimming lessons, which would enable them to make the great journey. 


Such a person would approach one of the swimming instructors and say, “I want to learn how to swim.”

“All right,” the instructor would reply, “But why are you dragging a bushel of cabbages behind you?”

“I’ll need them for food when I finally arrive in the homeland.”

“Ah,” the instructor would respond. “But the foods of our homeland are far tastier and more nourishing than cabbage, so you don’t need to carry all of that with you.”

“You don’t understand,” the would-be student would counter. “Without this cabbage, I might starve. How can you expect me to voyage out into the unknown without any food supply?”

“But it will be impossible for you to swim if you’re dragging those cabbages along with you,” the instructor would include. “They will tire you long before you reach home. Then they will drag you under, and you will drown.”

“Well,” the potential student would say, “in that case, I suppose I can’t go. You call my cabbages a hindrance, but I need them to survive.”


Since so many conversations with the swimming instructors ended like this, very few of the islanders ever managed to make it back to their homeland.

There were a few, however, who listened to the instructors and then said, “You know, cabbage is really pretty tasty. Care to join me for supper?”


Letting go of cabbages. The image may seem humorous, but it reminds us how easy it can be to weigh ourselves down, making it difficult to travel the journey to which we’re called.


Maybe this Sufi tale speaks to me right now because I’ve begun thinking about packing for my upcoming vacation. I have to confess that I’m a lousy packer. I always tell myself that I’ll just pack the necessities. But as I pack, I find myself imagining every situation I might encounter and what I’ll need to be prepared. Despite of my best intentions, I end up with a suitcase the size of a steamer trunk. The truth is that traveling lightly isn’t something that comes naturally to me.


I wonder if Jesus understood that same truth about his followers.


In our scripture reading today, Jesus has returned home to Nazareth. But he doesn’t receive the kind of homecoming we might expect. Although his teaching in the synagogue amazes the local people, they’re not able—or perhaps willing—to see beyond their own limited view of this hometown boy. Instead of honoring Jesus, they taunt him.


Jesus realizes he’ll need to take his message on the road if it’s to be effective. As a first step, he sends his twelve disciples out in pairs to teach and heal and address the demons of that day.


Top among his instructions to them is to travel lightly. The disciples are only to take a staff and one change of clothes. They’re not to pack food or money or other supplies. Instead they’re to trust that God will provide everything they’ll need along the journey.


Mark’s gospel doesn’t tell us the disciples’ reaction to Jesus’ lesson of faith. One writer imagines that “at least one of them said, ‘But we’re not ready yet, teacher.’ Or, ‘I can’t preach or teach or heal. Who does he think I am? God?’” All Mark tells us is that the disciples go, that they travel lightly and share their faith with others.


What might this lesson of faith mean for us? What are the things we might need to put down if we’re to travel lightly?


Perhaps we need to release the excuses that weigh us down. Does this script sound familiar? I can’t go. I don’t have the resources to respond to the needs of others. I’m not trained to share my faith with anyone else.


Jesus knew the journey wouldn’t be easy, but he still said, “Travel lightly.” He wanted his followers—then and now—to avoid growing dependent on anything other than God. And he seemed to understand—as Peter Marty notes—that “provisions for the journey can substitute for faith if we’re not careful.” Jesus “just doesn’t want people disappearing beneath the weight of their treasures when they have something as important as the good news to live and share.”


Maybe we need to put down our fear of taking risks—a fear that can be a heavy weight that will prevent us from traveling in faith.


Perhaps we’re unwilling to risk because we’re afraid of what other people might think. Sometimes in the church we confuse having faith with having all the answers—or equate faith with a well‑defined set of beliefs and behaviors. We think that people with real faith are always certain about what they should or shouldn’t do. They somehow know beyond the shadow of a doubt which side to take on every issue. They decide what they believe and then firmly cling to that belief.


What else keeps us from taking the risks that faith requires? Maybe we’re afraid to give up the things that symbolize our security. Perhaps we try to carry things with us that we hope will safeguard us from anything that might threaten or harm us. Putting down those things makes us vulnerable, forces us to rely on something beyond ourselves. But it also frees us to travel lightly, trusting that God will provide what we most need.


If traveling lightly doesn’t come naturally to me, it’s an even bigger challenge for Carl Fredrickson. Carl is one of the main characters in the wonderful animated film Up.


All his life, Carl has longed for an adventure. He shared that dream with his wife, Ellie.


But now in his late seventies, Carl must face life after Ellie’s death, as well as the prospect of a forced move to a retirement home. But Carl decides not to take that path.


Instead he attaches thousands of helium balloons to his house and sets out with all of his belongings to South America. His plan is to land next to a water fall where he and Ellie imagined living one day.


Carl doesn’t plan to share this adventure with a traveling companion. But that’s exactly what happens when an eight-year-old Wilderness Scout named Russell becomes an unlikely stowaway.


What follows is a high-flying adventure that brings the two travelers face to face with talking dogs, a dastardly villain, and an exotic bird named Kevin.


But Carl and Russell both carry heavy loads—in addition to the balloon-propelled house. Carl is weighed down by his sense that he failed his beloved wife. Russell carries the rejection he feels from his father.


But as they journey together, they slowly learn to let go of the things that weigh down their hearts and to discover the freedom of traveling lightly.


Today may we take the risk of making that same discovery. Or as William Sloane Coffin put it: May we embrace “the recklessness of faith”—risking to leap first, and then grow our wings. Amen.
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