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Whatever else you want to say about people living in America today, we love to 
plan. This tendency is arguably most pronounced in our jobs, but it’s there in our 
personal lives as well.   

If you’re in business, you plan all the time.  You probably have a mission 
statement, translated into a strategic plan, supported by tactical plans, looking 
over periods of one, three and five years.  This in turn gives us our annual plan 
that nests with our operating budget, our manpower and salary plans, our 
“management by objective” individual bonus goals, and our monthly, weekly, and 
daily task lists.  And I don’t know about you, but I’ve never had a plan come out 
the way I planned it.  Of course, maybe that’s why I’m up here, and no longer out 
there in business. 

Even if you don’t think you’re a planner in your personal life, maybe you’d be 
surprised.  It manifests itself in things as simple as the shopping list on the front of 
your refrigerator.  I’ll bet that you have a mental “to-do” list of this afternoon’s 
activities, and I’ll also bet that if you’re human you have “ticked” through it in your 
mind at least once during this service.   

Ask yourself this question.  Are you frustrated by the fact that service providers 
and delivery people will not make an appointment, only tell you “we’ll be there 
between noon and 5 pm”?  While we all must admit that it’s better than the old 
“sometime in the next week,” it’s still annoying.  Why?  Because someone else is 
controlling your time!   We have better things to do than to spend our time tied to 
our homes.  We have our own plans! 

Perhaps one of the greatest conceits of 21st century American narcissism is the 
illusion that we are in control.  We think we ought to be able to control anything, if 
we plan properly.  And it can be frustrating, and even a little jarring, when we find 
out how often that is not the case. 

But probably you all know the old definition of what “life” is.  “Life is what happens 
to you when you have made other plans.”  Our plans are fine, as long as they don’t 
prevent us from responding to life as it unfolds in all its complexity.  Oftentimes 
they do.  Our plans are fine, as long as they don’t make us unresponsive to the 
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One who has the ultimate say in our lives, and in the life of our church.  
Unfortunately, oftentimes God’s plans can take a back seat to our own.  

In today’s Gospel reading, Christ sends out the twelve.  And the mission is a 
planner’s worst nightmare.  Jesus’ instructions are “a little sketchy.”  Up to this 
point Jesus’ primary direction to the disciples has been “Come.”  Now, to this, 
Jesus adds the verb, “Go.”  But he doesn’t exactly tell them what to “Go” do.  The 
job description is pretty sparse.  He gave them authority over unclean spirits.  He 
told them to stay in one place while they were in a community.  And in the event 
that they are not welcomed, he instructs them to shake the dust off their sandals 
as a sign that they will bear no further responsibility for the inhabitants of that 
community.  But what is he telling them to do?  What is the plan?  

Jesus also gives them instructions as to what they should and should not bring.  
And these will be astounding to anyone who’s ever loaded the car for a vacation.  
I’m going away for a few days in August, and I am already writing down things I 
have to pack so I don’t forget anything I need.  But Jesus tells them to travel light – 
really light.  No bag.  No food. No money.  They can wear their sandals (good!), 
but no extra clothing. 

And I think the message in all this is that Jesus has another one-word plan – 
“trust.” Trust that in the absence of detailed instructions, God’s plan will be 
revealed in every situation that they encounter, if they are alert for the signs of 
what God is doing.  Trust that with no bag, nor bread, nor money, nor coat, God 
will provide for them through people who respond to their message of love with 
love.   Trust in God’s direction and support, not in their own ability to control their 
circumstances. 

I was reflecting on the topic of control one evening last week as I flipped through 
the television channels, and by a marvelous coincidence I happened upon the 
1993 movie Jurassic Park.  Most of you have probably seen it.  One of the best 
characters in the movie is the iconic mathematician Ian Malcolm, played by the 
iconic actor Jeff Goldblum.  Throughout the movie Goldblum, as Malcolm, talks 
about his “chaos theory,” which claims that all complex systems will inevitably 
devolve into randomness.  Malcolm turns out to be completely right because that 
is exactly what happens in Jurassic Park.  The dinosaurs take over despite the 
park’s best technology and planning.   

The meta-message of Jurassic Park, and its sequels, was that despite 
humankind’s efforts to control nature, nature will always win.  As Christians, with 
permission to talk about things theologically, we might say the same thing slightly 
differently: in the competition between human intentions and God’s intentions, bet 
on God’s. 

There is a wonderful old story that well illustrates what can happen to people who 
become too impressed with their own ability to control events. 
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A great battleship was steaming through a dense fog, when the lookout reported 
that there were lights ahead.  The commander of the battleship asked if the lights 
were steady, or moving astern. “Steady,” came the reply.  What that meant was 
that they were on a collision course with whatever was out there.  The commander 
ordered the radioman to send the message, “change your course 2 degrees to 
starboard.”  In short order the reply came, “change your course 2 degrees to 
starboard.”  Angered, the commander sent the message, “I am an admiral. 
Change your course 2 degrees to starboard.”  The reply came back, “I am a 
seaman first class. Change your course 2 degrees to starboard.”  Finally, 
infuriated, the commander radioed, “I am a battleship.  Change your course 2 
degrees to starboard!”  And this answer came back: “I am a lighthouse.  Change 
your course 2 degrees to starboard.” 

The point is that we should try not to get too wrapped up with our own plans.  If 
God has something different in mind for us, God has no intention of moving aside 
so that we can just steam on by. 

The Apostle Paul knew this well, as he tells us today in his letter to the church at 
Corinth.  We all think of Paul as a singularly confident and capable kind of man; a 
man possessed of an unusual kind of personal power.  Yet today you heard Paul 
talk about something that sounds kind of strange.  He says that he experiences 
something he calls a “thorn in his flesh” that keeps him humble.  We don’t really 
know what that was – a physical flaw or infirmity, or a set of circumstances he isn’t 
capable of changing, perhaps.  Whatever it specifically is, it is something that 
reminds Paul that he is not the one in control. 

Paul doesn’t like whatever it is one bit.  Paul has pleaded with God to have this 
burden removed, but God’s answer is always the same.    God told Paul: don’t 
worry about your own limitations.  “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is 
made perfect in weakness.”  Paul accepts this, and even celebrates it, because he 
understands how God modeled saving power in the seeming weakness of Christ.  
Paul knows that it is his weakness that enables him to be completely available to 
God, for God’s purposes.  And it is God who is the source of Paul’s most authentic 
power.  That’s why Paul concludes today by saying, “Therefore I am content with 
weaknesses…for when I am weak, then I am strong.” 
 
I think that’s what Jesus wanted to teach the twelve as he sends them out two-by-
two in a state of apparent weakness.  They have no script, no game plan, no 
provisions.  He tells them not to take a bag, or bread, or money, or even a warm 
cloak.  But there is one thing he specifically wants them to take.  It’s a staff. 

Why a staff?  Let’s think about what a staff is.  According to the dictionary it’s a 
long stick that is carried in the hand to give support when walking.  So, it’s a 
helper.  It’s something we can lean on.  Where else have we heard about staffs in 
the Bible?  Well, we’ve heard numerous examples where the staff was the earthly 
instrument of God’s love and care for God’s people.  We know that the waters of 
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the Red Sea parted at the touch of Moses’ staff and the people of Israel were 
saved from Pharaoh’s onslaught.  Moses touched a rock in the desert with his 
staff, and pure water burst forth for the people.  The first thing in the Bible that 
many people memorize includes the words, “Thy rod and thy staff, they comfort 
me.”  It’s the 23rd Psalm.  “The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want.”  The staff is 
the symbol of the protecting, sustaining and nurturing power of our God.   

So maybe Jesus intends the disciples to take this instruction both literally and 
figuratively.  Perhaps the staff that Jesus really wants them to lean on for support 
is God’s grace – the grace that God promises will be sufficient for them – but only 
if they are courageous enough to put their whole trust in it.   

Today’s lessons give us some good advice as we venture out into a world that 
seems to become more difficult to navigate by the day.  Don’t stop making plans.  
Jesus didn’t tell us not to make plans.  But whatever you plan, don’t ever lose sight 
of the fact that the real plan belongs to God.  Watch and listen for it.  If you can’t 
make it out, ask God what it is. 

Don’t put your faith in having a lot of stuff with you as you go.  Travel light.  But 
don’t forget your staff. 

 

 

 


