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“Nomad, Chameleon, or Pilgrim?” 

 

Genesis 17:1-5…  The Sign of the Covenant 

  When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the Lord 

appeared to Abram and said to him, “I am God 

Almighty; walk before me, and be blameless. And I 

will make my covenant between me and you and will 

make you exceedingly numerous.” Then Abram fell 

on his face, and God said to him, “As for me, this is 

my covenant with you: You shall be the ancestor of a 

multitude of nations. No longer shall your name be 

Abram, but your name shall be Abraham, for I have 

made you the ancestor of a multitude of nations. 

 

AI estimates that there have been 117 billion humans to 

have ever lived. Each with our own lifeline story of 

transformation. Today is but a fragment of one personal 

story. All here will take pause to ponder their own 

journey of transformation, to be sure, some more 

dramatic and colorful than others. And, further, as will be 

highlighted in our upcoming ‘town halls’, this 

congregation will reflect on its own collective 

transformation even as it steps into the mist of the future. 

I have had many opportunities over the years to write 

down reflections. Most were directly connected to 

emotions and inspiration of the events of the moment -  
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Some called for some thought from the point of view of a 

theologian or philosopher or historian or, sometimes, all 

three at the same time. I am none of those except through 

personal studies, meditation, relationships, and wisdom 

gained through life. And I am certainly not a 

theophilohistorian… look it up; I don’t think you will 

find it in the dictionary. Bear this in mind with today’s 

reflections. 

 

******* 

To journey without being changed is to be a nomad 

To change without journeying is to be a chameleon. 

To journey and to be transformed by the journey is to 

be a pilgrim. 

  Mark Nepo (poet and spiritual guide) 

 

******* 
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It might seem a bit trite to compare missions with BDM 

of the past three years, and  to Haiti over the decades 

before, to Abraham’s responding to The Call. But, then 

again, maybe everyone who does so goes through a 

similar process at some level. PLEASE bear with me on 

this, for I am certainly no Abraham expert, and every 

analogy has its limits.  And whether an actual man or the 

ultimate composite creation of many centuries, 

generations, and cultures, Abraham did, indeed, in that 

defining moment of his life, answer that dramatic call. 

Leave your family and your homeland, have 

unconditional faith (conditions would come later), and go 

on a mystery journey to an undisclosed place. What?! 

But, he did, and this nomad embarked on a lifetime 

pilgrimage. On the way, it seems that he entered a phone 

booth in the middle of the desert and leaped out, tearing 

his tunic aside, as Super A. He was transformed into an 

expert in astrology, mathematics, warfare, and diplomatic 

negotiations. And, oh yes! At the age of 84 (or was it 

99?) he became the ancestral father of 2.4 billion 

Christians, 1.8 billion Muslims, and 15 million Jews. 

Quite a journey and quite a change! He and all of 

humanity were never the same. But to get to this point, 

there was also the signing of that monumental covenant 

with the Almighty. It seems to me that when a covenant 

is signed, one party is now bound to the other and neither 

can ever be the same again. Franciscan friar Richard 
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Rohr is considered by many to be a valid modern day 

prophet. He teaches that again and again in the prophetic 

texts, God, like the prophets themselves, evolves, 

transforms from anger and fear to tears to love, and on to 

a deepening relationship based in trust and truth, not 

threat and fear. Like those prophets, we also must grow 

and change and move from dualistic, us versus them 

relationships to ones of empathetic tears—and we must 

recognize that God has done the same.  

 

But the parallels are there.  

Each time we go, each time I go, on trips of mercy near 

or far, it is a pilgrimage of sorts.  The Calling is certainly 

there; that compelling desire to go somewhere, help 

someone, learn something, experience some other ways, 

and make a positive difference. The purposes for the 

journey are not always clear. And they may even change 

on the way. There will be challenges, but we are (must 

be) willing to face them, struggle with them, learn from 

them, and, ultimately, grow because of them.  

 

We step forth with absolute faith in our calling. Okay, 

maybe there is a “little” anxiety each time we do so. 

There often are so many reasons NOT to embark. To 

leave behind (even for a short time) home, family, 

routines, and all of the familiar is not always easy or 

comfortable. Maybe equally important, though, is the 
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opportunity to leave behind the certain baggage of old 

ways.  It is a time to re-examine ways of thinking, renew 

our spiritual and philosophical selves, and redefine what 

it means to be human in this chaotic world. “The land I 

will show you” may be a literal destination. But, as 

Abram also discovered, it may equally be a metaphysical 

journey, one of the soul. These journeys into the 

proverbial wilderness may be very personal. Or they may 

be communal with others who have similar goals, needs, 

and questions. And, just like Super A discovered, the 

horizon is very hazy. Certainly we are not to create a 

great nation, have children as numerous as the stars, or 

forge anew a relation for all humankind with the 

Almighty. But we journey in faith, nonetheless. 

 

******* 

2 Corinthians 5:17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, 

that person is a new creation. The old has passed 

away; behold, the new has come. 

******* 

 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=2+Corinthians+5%3A17&version=ESV
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On a recent BDM (Brethren Disaster Ministries) survey 

was the question: "How does participating in BDM 

(disaster relief service) transform your faith?" At first, I 

balked and wanted to turn this question around. After all, 

I thought that surely my slow, steadily maturing faith 

came first; going on a disaster relief trip was simply, for 

me, an expected by-product. There was a need; and I had 

time, desire, and helpful skills. I was the right person to 

be there at that moment in time… Maybe I did not think 

about going to Tennessee to change it. Nonetheless, as 

soon as I crossed the state line, Tennessee was not the 

same. Certainly I was there to help rebuild houses. But, 

natural circumstances there had cast a cloud of darkness; 

I was a beam from a tiny flashlight. For many, the 

hurricane had left life tasteless; I was a pinch of salt. For 

others, they mourned that a piece of them had died; I was 

but following the instructions of the Christ and, 

metaphorically, raising them up. In our roles as 

ambassadors of peace and mercy, we cared for all with 

dignity and compassion and Tennessee, in some small 

way, was transformed for my - for our - being here. 

 

But, then I flipped the question back to its original form. 

I did go on that project with any particular intention to be 

changed... Or did I? Once again, I crossed that state line. 

New friends were found; old relationships were seen in a 

new light. New skills were learned for me to bring back 
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to my Habitat for Humanity duties. Seeing genuine 

smiles of joy on the ones we served were contagious. I 

was humbled by the scope of this ministry of so many 

willing to help others. Further, philosophy, personal 

privilege, and life itself were pondered. This was a time 

to reexamine my own beliefs. Beliefs, often so fragile 

and delicate. Carefully, I peel apart the layers and try to 

look at them anew. After hearing stories of testimony and 

survival, reading certain Bible verses again - and if truth 

be told, reading some for the first time - reading with 

more focus and clarity, singing hymns with a bit more 

vigor, seeing the resilience of life there, I look up and 

ponder if my beliefs make sense. And then adjust them if 

needed, for beliefs are, I think, necessarily, malleable. I 

realized, then, that I was not the same person. We, 

collectively, were not the same. And Tennessee was not 

the same. The old had passed away, even in just one 

week. And once again I considered my time there and 

that starting question of transformation. A chameleon I 

am not. For I am transformed. 

 

******* 

John 11:32-35… When Mary came where Jesus was 

and saw him, she knelt at his feet and said to him, 

“Lord, if you had been here, my brother (Lazarus) 

would not have died.” When Jesus saw her weeping 

and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was 
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greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved. He said, 

“Where have you laid him?” They said to him, “Lord, 

come and see.” Jesus began to weep. 

******* 

 
 

Faith. I do not have any thought or intention of my faith 

influencing, changing the Devine Christ. God knows… 

He has done that without my ‘help’. It is ludicrous to 

think that my infinitesimally small presence could impact 

the infinite Holy. And, yet, I feel that if my faith were, 

for whatever reason, removed, the Christ would be 

greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved and would 

weep for my absence. The NT chronicles three times 

Jesus weeping. First, for a collective Jerusalem, then for 

the absence of his friend Lazarus, and, lastly, for Himself 

in the garden of Gethsemane. If the Christ could weep for 

His friend, He can and would weep, also, for me. And 
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tears are always transforming, certainly for us mortals. 

But, also, I can only vaguely imagine, for the Almighty 

as well. Through the covenant of tears, those already 

shed and those promised, I am bound to the Christ, and 

the Christ to me. Christ does transform me - daily - and I,  

Him. 

 

So I come back to the question of faith and 

transformation. I take this opportunity to gently peel back 

the petals of my life and see - understand with the clarity 

of hindsight - that my life has indeed been a pilgrimage 

with many stops and side trails along the way; most 

positive and joyful, a few, though, dark and accompanied 

with tears of anguish. Like Super A, I have become a 

composite man and, in my own way, have been learning 

and absorbing the ways of the Christ to become healer, 

carpenter, peacemaker, teacher, preacher, a light in the 

darkness. Guided by a lifetime of still emerging, 

growing, and maturing faith in the Christ, I have 

journeyed. For each path taken I am different, enriched, 

maybe even wiser for each. And I would not have 

embarked on them if not for, at some level each time, 

faith in the way of the Holy. For all of these moments of 

faith experienced and for those yet too come I am 

transformed. With faith, recognized or not, I am much 

more than I could ever have been on my own.  
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******* 

To journey without being changed is to be a nomad 

To change without journeying is to be a chameleon. 

To journey and to be transformed by the journey is to 

be a pilgrim. 

 

2,000 years ago, something happened. A baby was born. 

And whether we consider that child just another mortal 

infant or the ultimate composite Holy Christ Child; and 

whether we simply walk side by side with Him or 

consider ourself fused, bound, with Him into one body, 

we, and the world as we know it, have been transformed 

and we will continue to transform for that birth. In the 

end, none of us are chameleons, for we do journey 

through life, together. Nor are we any longer the nomads 

of Abram and Sarai, but a transformed people in the same 

body. In the final reckoning, maybe, just maybe, it is this 

very holy power of transformation that is the essence of 

the pilgrimage of faith. 

 

Go… Go and be transformed 


