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 It is a moment I will never forget to the day I die.  I was edging my way up a huge 

embankment in the middle of a hailstorm.  The wind was pushing me sideways and the 

precipitation was pelting potholes in my face.  I was determined, however, to get to the 

precipice.  When I finally reached the top of the sand dune, everything inexplicably 

changed.  The hail stopped, the wind subsided, the temperature rose and the sun burst 

out, revealing to me a glistening bright and outrageous landscape, like nothing this 

chlorophyll saturated easterner had ever experienced before.  It was a land of swirling 

red, orange, yellow, gray and white rock, stretching out in front of me in this ordered, but 

non-symmetrical pattern, so wondrous and so beautiful that I could not move from the 

spot. 

 What I was seeing was the South Dakota Badlands, revealed to me in the most 

perfect combination of intense clarity and dazzling light.  It was my first view of a desert 

landscape.  It was also love at first sight.  That night I slept under my first western sky, 

far removed from city lights.  I had no idea that you could actually see the Milky Way 

and I laid there transfixed, never to be the same again.  

 That happened on my first coast-to-coast American driving adventure.  It would 

change me forever and convinced me that I must find a way to live in the midst of this 

beauty, to have the opportunity to see God up close every day of my life.  Since then, I 

have taken four more cross country journeys.  Each time, I have come back a different 

person.     

  Today marks the beginning of the migration back to Tucson.  Our snowbirds will 

gradually begin making their way back to us, all with their own tales of summer trips 

1



across the American landscape.  Many of you have shared with me your own such 

driving adventures and all those stories are filled with magic and drama.

 That’s because there is something cathartic about making the great American 

road trip.  Driving through the incredible diversity of this country’s topography has a way 

of purging the soul and inducing creativity.  Cross country journeys have inspired some 

of the best literature ever written, classics like Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, John 

Steinbeck’s Travels with Charley, and my favorite, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle 

Maintenance by Robert Pirsig.  Some of the most popular music ever written was 

inspired on the back roads of America, from Springsteen’s Born to Run to the Grateful 

Dead’s Truckin’ to the Eagles Song about a street corner up the road here a piece in 

Winslow.  Some of the most memorable movies of all time come from this genre, Easy 

Rider, Rain Man, and the cult classic, National Lampoon’s Vacation.   The journey 

across America has mythologically and romantically affected virtually all of us.  Why is 

this the case?

 For me, the answer begins with a lesson we learn on the back roads.  The 

journey is inherently counter-cultural.  All of us live in a world of destination orientation.  

Life is all about getting from point A to point B as quickly and efficiently as possible.  We 

figure out our goal, and then we find the most efficient way to that point.  Much of our 

economy is based on this.  Reducing the time between our destinations is big business.  

Faster and faster cars burning more and more fuel, supersonic jets, fast food, motels 

right next to the interstate, drive-thru everything, blazing internet speeds and and on 

and on.  Success for us is measured by how fast you get to “the top,” by who chooses 

the most expeditious route to the final destination.
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  The purpose of the cross country trip, however, is the opposite.  It is not what we 

find at the end of the road that makes the cross country journey successful, but rather 

what we discover along the way.  As Pirsig puts it in Zen and the Art, “Sometimes it’s a 

little better to travel than to arrive.”  What the cross country trip does is accentuate how 

to live in the moment, rather than just trying to get to an ultimate destination or goal.

 It took me many years to make the connection, but I finally realized that my 

wanderlust was about more than having a unique experience in our culture.  What I 

learned is that the journey across America is also profoundly theological.  That is 

because at the heart of the metaphor of journey rests a very different understanding of 

how we connect to God.  

 All of our relationships to God cannot help but be strongly influenced by the 

destination orientation culture in which we live.  God too, becomes the destination to be 

reached.  The billboards that we see driving along the back roads of the bible belt, point 

this out better than I could.  “Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and you will be saved!”  

“The way to God is through Jesus!”  “Eternal life awaits you if you believe!”

 This is orthodox Christianity.  Get on the interstate and drive straight to Jesus. Do 

not pass go.  Do not collect $200.  This is also destination Christianity.  Follow the signs 

and choose the direct path to salvation.  The great American road trip however, points 

out the missing link in destination Christianity.  Concentrating solely on the goal means 

that we miss most everything along the way.  Life is not something to immerse oneself 

in, but rather an obstacle to overcome.  Religious traditions that are chiefly destination 

oriented, that focus on what is necessary to attain salvation, not only have the tendency 

to miss much of life around them, but seem to handle most aspects of life from the 
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perspective of fear.  After all, if you do not follow the right interstate to God, you are 

going to end up at the wrong destination.  Those are the other signs so popular in 

Tennessee, Louisiana and Mississippi.  “If you don’t believe in Christ, you will perish.”  

The fires of eternal damnation await those who do not follow the Lord!”  And by the time 

we reach New Mexico, this billboard from the local Roman Catholic diocese.  “Jesus is 

watching you!”  My hope when I first saw that sign was that it was meant benevolently, 

as in Jesus is taking care of you, don’t worry.  But that possibility was squelched when I 

saw one of these signs placed directly above...you guessed it, a XXX adult store.  

Destination Christianity approaches life as something to get through as quickly as 

possible so you can reach the final destination, life in God.  This is why destination 

Christians often have little concern with the world itself.  Why fret with saving a planet if 

your goal is to get somewhere else?

 If this sounds familiar to any of you, you might be an historian. Present day 

destination Christianity has something in common with a belief structure in the early 

church known as gnosticism.  Gnostics believed that the goal for humans was to get 

through this nasty material world, and move on to the more perfect spiritual realm.  A 

Gnostic might have the bumper sticker, “Life’s a bitch, then you die” on their chariot.  

But they would understand the dying part as a good thing.  Gnosticism was ultimately 

rejected because Judaism and Christianity were based on the tenet that the world was 

inherently good and that we should embrace our time here.

 That’s why the most often used term to describe those early followers of Christ 

was not Christians, but the people of “The Way.”  From the beginning, it was the 

metaphor of journey that most described what this movement was all about.  Christ was 
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found for them not so much in reaching the goal, but making the journey itself.  The 

point was that Christ could be experienced on the way, not just at the end.  

 This morning therefore, I place before you the hypothesis that the great American 

cross country adventure is not just theological, but what each of us needs to re-root 

ourselves in the ancient tradition of the church.  We are people of “The Way”, not people 

of “The Destination.”

 It is through this Christian metaphor, the journey, that I would like to suggest we 

think of today’s readings.  As I read them again, I was reminded of my second cross 

country journey, where I found myself one Wednesday afternoon sitting on an 

abandoned beach in Oregon, watching the sun glint on the waves breaking in front of 

me and foam gathering around my toes.  I did not have a care in the world, until I 

remembered that I was at the wrong ocean.  I was 3200 miles away from my workplace, 

where I was supposed to be on Monday morning.  There would be no romantic journey 

for me on that return trip.  It was dead red, interstate to interstate for three and a half 

hellish days of driving. 

 Those are the two journey choices offered to us in today’s readings.  Our Hebrew 

Bible lesson chooses the dead red approach.  And our Epistle and Gospel readings 

counter with the path less followed.

 In that first reading from Deuteronomy, we hear the central philosophy of the 

Mosaic covenant.  Obey God and the commandments and you will be rewarded.  Keep 

the law and blessings will follow for you and your family.  Choose this path and your 

possessions will increase and your descendants will prosper.  This theology is the 

conventional road to reach our destination in God.  It is like traveling the interstate.  It is 
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quick, efficient and effective in reaching God.  It is possible to live our entire lives like 

this, reaching each destination on the expressways of life.  Obey the commandments.  

Stay on the main highway.

 There is nothing wrong with following the Mosaic covenant and traveling the 

interstates.  We all need to do it sometimes, just hopefully not the way I did, flying back 

from Oregon.  The other great thing about this approach is we know those roads will get 

us to God.  But what today’s readings from Philemon and Luke suggest, is that there is 

more to life in God than Interstate 10.

 Yes, Paul says to his friend Philemon, you are a good person and you are 

following the law.  But if you will consider getting off the interstate for a while, I can show 

you that there is much more to life than mile markers and painted lines.  If you are 

willing to travel off the conventional route, you will discover a world that was invisible to 

you, a world full of stunning diversity and beauty.  You will find that God is much more 

than commandments, that God, in all God’s complex beauty, will be accessible to you 

beyond the toll booth.

 What Paul asks of Philemon is to travel the back roads so that he can see 

beyond the accepted route of the day, beyond the Mosaic Covenant.  He asks him to 

see his own Onesimus in a new light.  The law says that Onesimus is a slave, and from 

their conventional or Mosaic view, everyone sees Onesimus as a slave.  But Paul is 

able to see beyond the perspective of those around him, because he has moved off the 

freeway.  Against everything the world taught, Paul makes the radical suggestion that 

Philemon treat Onesimus as an equal, as a free man.  Yes, we can all reach God by 

staying on the interstate, but it is only those like Paul, willing to expand their life 
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journeys into the back of beyond, who are able to see the vision of new possibility that 

God has in mind for us.

 In the same way, Jesus’ very difficult words in Luke’s Gospel become more clear 

when we see that he too has moved off the conventional travel of the day and taken his 

disciples into the back country for a new view.  Remember that in their world, family and 

possessions were the PROOF that you had succeeded in living a life that leads to God.  

Giving them up, as Jesus suggests today, would have made no sense to them because 

possessions were seen as God’s reward for doing the right thing.  I imagine their 

reaction to Jesus must not have been too different than the one that Jean and I had the 

year we drove across the country in a rental vehicle.  There we were tooling down the 

highway of life, having Jesus tell us to hate our families and give up our 

possessions...while we were driving a 15 foot truck full of...family possessions.

 There is no doubt about it.  These words are shocking.  But if we too can get on 

the unconventional route chosen by Jesus, we can begin to see what he’s trying to say.  

Life is not black and white.  Families are not always good things.  Possessions are not 

always gifts from God.  Though the law said that family took precedence over 

everything, Jesus points out that sometimes individuals can be destroyed if they do not 

remove themselves from their families of origin.  

 Take it from one who has been on the edge of more than one precipice in his life 

journeys.  What Jesus and Paul suggest today is risky business.  It is a precarious 

venture to take a chance and look beyond the commandments, and take a dirt road that 

may lead to a cliff edge.  
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 As we know, most people will not choose this option.  They will stay on the 

highway of life, following the rules, staying on the wide path to salvation.  And that is 

perfectly fine.  The interstate provides a much simpler world where the lines between 

good and evil and right and wrong are clear.  That is why so many people choose 

religious traditions that stress the simple belief system of the interstate.  

 Getting off the main road as Paul asks of Philemon and Jesus asks of the 

disciples remains a very frightening proposition.  It is far more than what we are asked 

to do by Moses.  It is also counter cuItural, which means that society and many within 

the church will ridicule you if you take this path.  But beloved, what Jesus and Paul 

show us today is that the rewards beyond the interstate are exponential.  There lies 

before you a world of intense beauty, saturated with a love just as intense, a love of a 

God that we could not even imagine from the window of a vehicle on Interstate 40.  

 Today we hear how the Gospel of Luke says it.  Matthew puts it another way.  

“Try to get in through the narrow gate.  Wide and smooth is the road that leads to 

destruction.  The majority are taking that route.  Narrow and rough is the road that leads 

to life.  Only a minority discover it.”

 Robert Frost said it a slightly different way. “Two roads diverged in a wood, and I-

I took the one less traveled by, and that has made all the difference.”  

 Beloved, you are a people of the other road, and I am so proud to be on that 

lonesome, beautiful, dangerous, glorious, scary, magnificent dirt road with all of you.  

Amen. 
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