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Some years ago, one of my cousins was planning to attempt to thru-hike the Appalachian Trail. 

Thru-hiking means an end-to-end hike of the trail, which typically takes about five months. His 

thru-hike was interrupted by family circumstances, but in his preparations and the early phases of 

his hike, I learned a bit about the culture and customs around hiking the Appalachian Trail. One 

of the crucial parts of this kind of long-distance hiking lies in packing a backpack which is well-

equipped enough to get you through the challenges you face, but light enough to carry constantly 

for thousands of miles. Hikers typically stop to resupply every three to five days, either by 

shopping in a town or by having families mail boxes to predetermined post offices, but still, a 

hiking backpack for this kind of journey needs to be stocked well and thoughtfully. Very 

dedicated distance hikers will take surprising steps to minimize their pack weight – not just 

buying the lightest gear they can, but also repackaging food from its original packaging into 

lighter weight Ziploc bags, cutting the handles off of their toothbrushes, even trimming logo tags 

from clothes, on the assumption that saving fractions of an ounce here and there will add up 

across numerous items. 

The goal is to minimize the weight while still carrying everything they will need. But in today’s 

Gospel reading, we see a different approach to the long-haul journey: Jesus gives the disciples a 

sort of “anti-packing list” – not a list of things to bring as they set out to preach the gospel, but a 

list of things to leave at home. “He ordered them to take nothing for their journey except a staff; 

no bread, no bag, no money in their belts; but to wear sandals and not to put on two tunics.” He 

sends them out to minister to the sick, cast out demons, and spread the good news telling them 

explicitly to bring absolutely nothing but the shoes on their feet, the clothes on their back (not 

even a change of clothes layered one on top of the other), and a walking stick to help them along 

through the rolling hills of the Galilee. It probably sounded pretty challenging to the disciples, 

and perhaps even more so to us – we who live in a society so focused on materialism and 

consumerism, so focused on independence and self-sufficiency. I seldom walk across the parking 
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lot to my office without carrying a purse that contains my wallet, phone, sunglasses, kindle, keys, 

planner, lip balm, and a pen. It’s hard to imagine being asked to go out on a journey to proclaim 

the good news of Jesus without so much as a dollar and a snack. 

None of us are being asked that, of course. Jesus’ instructions are for the twelve, not for all 

Christians in every time and place. But these odd instructions tell us some important things about 

what life in Christ is, and what life in Christ is not. Most obviously, life in Christ rejects the 

world’s focus on stuff. When Jesus sends the disciples out with nothing, he affirms that our value 

does not lie in material things or monetary wealth. You are not worthy because of your cool 

gadgets or your trendy aesthetic or your nice house. Instead, Christ lifts up the value of 

simplicity, of being rather than having.  

In our modern culture, though, there’s an underside to this we have to be aware of: even as our 

culture encourages us to buy more stuff, it judges people who have too much stuff, or the wrong 

stuff. Think of shows like Hoarders, or the work of organizing guru Marie Kondo. Think of the 

clean lines and minimalism of luxurious designer houses. And think about how financial luxury 

enables people to declutter without worry, knowing that if they give away or throw away 

something they later need, they can just buy a replacement. Think about how folks who grew up 

in the Great Depression tend to be reluctant to casually throw things away, because not having 

much means that you have to use everything wisely – I remember my grandmother rinsing off tin 

foil and shaking the crumbs out of plastic bags for reuse, storing away unneeded items in boxes 

in the basement. So even as we hear Jesus tell the disciples to travel light, let’s be careful not to 

hear a word of judgment against those who hold onto things out of thrift or worry. Instead, let’s 

hear an invitation to shift our priorities and our assumptions, to let go of the idea that material 

possessions define us. 

But there’s more here: it’s not just an invitation to let go of our obsession with stuff. It’s an 

invitation to move from independence and self-sufficiency to interdependence and community. 

It’s a jarring message on a weekend where our nation celebrates its birth with a day we call 

Independence Day. We as a culture value independence very highly, in all its forms – it’s deep in 

our DNA as a nation. But our faith calls us to be thoughtful about that cultural value, to see its 

gifts and its shortcomings. When we try to carry with us everything we might need, we are 

relying on our own preparation, or own skills, our own knowledge, our own work. When Jesus 



tells the disciples to travel light and travel in pairs, he is commanding them to rely on one 

another and on the communities to which they will minister. Community is built through 

interdependence: when we share what we have and trust that others will share with us as well, it 

builds bonds of love and trust. Jesus commands the disciples to put themselves in a position of 

needing to be interdependent. They will need to be ministered to, not just to minister. Rather than 

self-sufficiency, he turns them toward a lifestyle of mutuality and community. In a world that 

tells us that we should be able handle everything ourselves, from mental health to lawn 

maintenance, perhaps we all could benefit from a little more interdependence. 

But most of all, Jesus’ instructions to the disciples are about learning to rely on the grace of God, 

rather than our own supplies, preparations, or plans. It is about leaving behind not just their bags 

and their money, but their assumptions that they are the masters of their own fate, their illusions 

of control. It is about learning instead to trust in the God whose love and providence is for the 

overpacked and the underprepared, whose grace comes to all, but is perhaps most readily seen 

when we are aware of our need for it – when our plans have failed and our preparations are 

insufficient, we become keenly aware of our need for God, and perhaps that is the moment when 

we start to hear the still, small voice of God, to see God’s care for us in whatever moments of joy 

or mercy or comfort are awaiting us. 

We contemporary Christians tend to think we need a whole lot of stuff – tangible and intangible 

– in order to minister in Christ’s name. We tell ourselves that we need buildings and bank 

accounts and seminary degrees and stacks of hymnals and beautiful flowers and bags full of 

groceries and all the rest of it. And none of those are bad things – God stands ready to use 

whatever we have to build the Kingdom. But sometimes we fool ourselves, and Jesus is having 

none of that. A little over a year ago, we were reminded that we did not really even need a 

building and pews and offering plates to be a church, as we gathered from across distances. And 

there have been times when the technology has failed us, and we have found that we could make 

do with even less. Time and again, we slip into thinking that our ability to serve God lies in 

having all the right stuff. And time and again, Jesus reminds us that our ability to serve God lies 

not in what we have, but in the God who holds us in loving hands and draws us into community 

with each other. The God who calls us people of faith not to independence and self-sufficiency, 

but to interdependence and trust. This is what you need in order to serve God, Jesus tells us: you 



need the shoes on your feet, the clothes on your back, and the neighbors beside you. And one 

more thing: the Holy Spirit. If you have those things, and nothing else in the world, that is 

enough for God. 

Amen. 


