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"NECESSARY BAGGAGE" 

WHENEVER I TAKE A TRIP) I FIND THAT I HAVE 

TO THINK THROUGH VERY CAREFULLY WHAT TO 

PACK FOR THE JOURNEY; OTHERWISE) I FIND 

THAT I'VE TAKEN ALONG THINGS WHICH ARE NOT 

NECESSARY) AND I'VE FORGOTTEN SOME OF THE 
MOST NECESSARY ITEMS. SOMETIMES I TAKE 

TOO MUCH AND SOMETIMES TOO LITTLE. PERHAPS 

YOU HAVE THE SAME PROBLEM. WE EACH HAVE 
TO DECIDE WHAT IS NECESSARY AND WHAT IS 

SIMPLY EXTRA BAGGAGE. 

THE SAME IS TRUE OF OUR JOURNEY THROUGH 

LIFE. SOMETIMES WE CARRY ALONG A LOT OF 

EXCESS BAGGAGE ) AND AT THE SAME TIME DO 

NOT HAVE WHAT WE NEED THE MOST. FOR EXAMPLE ) 

SOME PEOPLE CARRY ALONG THROUGH LIFE A LOT 

OF UNNECESSARY BAGGAGE COMPRISED OF OLD 

FEARS ) OLD HATES ) OLD WORRIES) OLD GRUDGES) 

AND OLD RESENTMENTS. THEY CARRY THEM 

EVERYWHERE THEY GOJ AND THE LOAD IS HEAVY) 

BUT THEY HAVE DIFFICULTY LETTING GO OF THEM. 

THEY HAVE SO MUCH U-NNECESSARY AND USELESS 

BAGGAGE WITH THEM THAT THEY HAVE NO ROOM 

FOR WHAT'S MOST NECESSARY. 

THIS MORNING I WANT US TO LOOK AT WHAT SOME 

OF THE NECESSARY BAGGAGE IS FOR OUR LIFE'S 

JOURNEY ) AND THEN PERHAPS WE CAN MAKE ROOM 

FOR IT AS WE GET RID OF SOME OF THE USELESS 

ITEMS. 



1. FIRST OF ALL J FOR OUR JOURNEY THROUGH 

LIFE} A MOST NECESSARY PIECE OF BAGGAGE 

IS A SENSE OF DEPENDENCE AND TRUST IN GOD: 
A BELIEF THAT WE ARE SUSTAINED BY A POWER 

AND MERCY OUTSIDE OURSELVESJ AS·WELL AS 

BEING A PART OF US. 

THIS KIND OF SUSTAINING FAITH IN A LOVING 

GOD CAN BE DESCRIBED IN MANY WAYS. FOR 

MEJ MORE AND MORE GOD IS A LOVING PRESENCE J 

A TRANSCENDENT POWER} A FORGIVING AND HEALING 

LOVE WHICH PERMEATES ALL OF CREATION, I 

BELi.EVE THAT WE HUMAN BEINGS CAN NEVER BE 
SEPARATED FROM GOD, WE ARE AN EXPRESSION 

OF GOD.' · THERE IS NO PLACE THAT GOD IS NOT. 

THOUGH GOD IS NOT A PERSON} GOD IS J AT THE 

SAME TIME} VERY PERSONAL. WE EXPERIENCE 

GOD IN ·PERSONAL WAYS} AS WELL AS IN 

TRANSCENDENT WAYS. WE CAN EXPERIENCE GOD 

IN AN INTIMATE MOMENT OF SILENCE AND 

ALONENESS} AND WE CAN EXPERIENCE GOD WHEN 
. 

. 

GATHERED TOGETHER IN A COMMUNITY. 

GOD IS NOT SELECTIVE, GOD DOES NOT LOVE 

SOME PEOPLE MORE THAN OTHERS. As JESUS 

SAID} "GOD MAKES THE SUN TO RISE ON THE 

EVIL AND THE G00DJ AND SENDS RAIN ON THE 

JUST AND THE UNJUST," GOD IS WITH US IN 

OUR JOYS AND IN OUR SORROWS} IN OUR PAIN 

AND IN OUR HIGH MOMENTS. ABOVE ALLJ GOD 

CAN BE TRUSTED BECAUSE GOD ALWAYS WANTS 

THE BEST FOR US, AT THE SAME TIME} WE HAVE 

TO BE VERY CAREFUL IN HOW WE SPEAK OF GOD 
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AND Gan's WILL. 

BILL COFFINJ WHO IS SENIOR MINISTER OF 

RIVERSIDE CHURCH IN NEW YORK CITYJ TALKED 

ABOUT THIS RECENTLY AS HE TOLD OF THE SUDDEN 

DEATH OF HIS SONJ ALEXANDER. HE HAD A TERRIBLE 

AUTO ACCIDENT AS HE WAS DRIVING NEAR BOSTON. 

IN A TERRIBLE STORM. 

BILL SAID THAT HE RECEIVED MANY LETTERS 

FOLLOWING HIS SON'S DEATH. SOME WERE VERY 

HELPFULJ AND OTHERS WERE NOT. ONE LETTER 

CARRIED THIS WONDERFUL QUOTE FROM THE END 

OF HEMINGWAY'S A FAREWELL TO ARMS: "THE 

WORLD BREAKS EVERYONE; THEN SOME BECOME 

STRONG AT·THE BROKEN PLACES." COFFIN SAID 

THAT HIS OWN BROKEN HEART WAS MENDING AND 

THAT HE RELEARNED ONE LESSON: "LOVE NOT 

ONLY BEGETS LOVE; IT TRANSMITS STRENGTH." 

THEN .BILL WENT ON TO SAY THAT WHEN A PERSON 

DIESJ THERE ARE MANY THINGS THAT CAN BE 

SAIDJ AND THERE IS AT LEAST ONE THING THAT 

SHOULD NEVER BE SAID ABOUT Goo. 

''THE NIGHT -AFTER ALEX DIEDJ I WAS SITTING 

IN THE LIVING. ROOM OF MY SISTE-R'S HOUSE 

OUTSIDE OF BOSTON WHEN THE .FRONT DOOR OPENEDJ 

AND IN CAME A NICE LOOKINGJ MIDDLE-AGED 

WOMAN CARRYING ABOUT 18 QUICHES. WHEN SHE 

SAW MEJ SHE SHOOK HER HEADJ THEN HEADED 

FOR THE KITCHENJ SAYING SADLY OVER HER 

SHOULDER J 'I JUST DON'T UNDERSTAND THE WILL 

OF GOD I ' 
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n lNSTANTLY I WAS UP AND IN HOT PURSUITJ 

SWARMING ALL OVER HER. ' I 'LL SAY YOU DON'T ., 

LADY.,' I SAID. 1

Do YOU THINK IT WAS THE 
WILL OF GOD THAT ALEX NEVER FIXED THAT LOUSY 

WINDSHIELD WIPER OF HIS., THAT HE WAS PROBABLY 

DRIVING TOO FAST IN SUCH A STORM� THAT HE 

PROBABLY HAD HAD A COUPLE OF nFROSTIESn 

TOO MANY? Do YOU THINK IT IS GOD'S WILL 

THAT THERE ARE NO STREET LIGHTS ALONG THAT 
STRETCH OF ROAD AND NO GUARD RAIL SEPARATING 
THE ROAD AND BOSTON ·HARBOR?''' 

THEN COFFIN WENT ON TO SAY., 

nFOR SOME REASON ., 

N OTHING SO INFURIATES ME AS THE INCAPACITY 

OF SEEMINGLY I NTELL I.GENT PEOPLE TO GET IT 

THROUGH THEIR HEADS THAT GOD DOESN'T GO 
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AROUND THIS WORLD WITH HI S FINGER ON TRIGGERS., 

HIS FIST AROUND KNIVES., HIS HANDS ON STEERING 

WHEELS. Goo IS DEAD SET AGAINST ALL UNNATURAL 

DEATHS. AND CHRIST SPENT AN INORDINATE 

AMOUNT OF TIME DELIVERING PEOPLE FROM 

PARALYSIS., INSANITY., LEPROSY., AND MUTENESS. 

WHICH IS NOT TO SAY THAT THERE ARE NO NATURE­

CAUSED DEATHS., DEATHS THAT ARE UNTIMELY 

AND SLOW AND PAIN-RIDDEN. BUT VIOLENT 

DEATHS SUCH AS THE ONE ALEX DIED -- TO 

UNDERSTAND.THOSE IS A PIECE OF CAKE. n 

As HIS YOUNGER BROTHER PUT IT SIMPLY., 

STANDING AT THE HEAD OF THE CASKET AT THE 

BOSTON FUNERAL., uvou BLEW IT., BUDDY. You 

BLEW IT." THE ONE THING THAT SHOULD NEVER 

BE SAID WHEN SOMEONE DIES IS., " IT  IS THE 



WILL OF Goo." NEVER DO WE KNOW ENOUGH TO 

SA.Y THAT. AND TH.EN BILL COFFIN WENT ON 

TO SAY, "MY OWN CONSOLATION LIES IN KNOWING 

THAT IT WAS NOT THE WILL OF GOD THAT ALEX 

DIE; THAT WHEN THE WAVES CLOSED OVER THE 

SINKING CARJ Goo's HEART WAS THE FIRST OF 

ALL OUR HEARTS TO BREAK," 

HOPEFULLY, TOO, WE CAN LEARN FROM MISTAKES 

AND TRAGEDY AND SORROW, A POET PUT IT THIS 

WAY: 

I WALKED A MILE WITH PLEASURE; 
SHE CHATTERED ALL THE WAY J 

Bur LEFT ME NONE THE WISER 

FOR ALL SHE HAD TO SAY. 

I WALKED A MILE WITH SORROW, 

AND NE'ER A WORD SAID SHE, 
BUT, OH� THE THINGS I LEARNED FROM HER 

WHEN SORROW WALKED WITH ME. 

A SENSE OF DEPENDENCE AND TRUST IN GOD IS 

A VERY IMPORTANT PIECE OF BAGGAGE TO CARRY 

WITH US; THEN EVEN WHEN THE PAIN IS DEEP, 

WE KNOW THAT GOD IS LOVING AND GOOD. "THE 

LIGHT SHINES IN THE DARKNESS) AND THE 

DARKNESS HAS NOT OVERCOME IT. " ST. PAUL 

PUT IT THIS WAY IN HIS LETTER TO THE CHURCH 

IN ROME: "WE KNOW THAT IN EVERYTHING GOD 

WORKS FOR GOOD I I I NOTHING IN CREATION 

WILL BE ABLE TO SEPARATE US FROM THE LOVE 

OF GOD IN CHRIST JESUS, OUR LORD." 

' 
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2. A SECOND PIECE OF NECESSARY BAGGAGE 

FOR LIFE'S JOURNEY IS TO HAVE AN UNDERSTANDING 

OF OUR OWN LIMITS; THAT IS) A REALISM ABOUT 

HUMAN CORRUPTION. "WE ALL SIN AND FALL 

SHORT OF THE GLORY OF Goo)" SAID ST. PAUL. 
, 

MANY TIMES WE'RE TOO NAIVE ABOUT THE HUMAN 
CONDITION. CARL JUNG KNEW THIS WHEN HE 

SAID WE ALL HAVE A SHADOW SIDE. ALL OF 

us) HE SAID) HAVE OUR DARK SIDES) OUR EVIL 

SIDES -- PARTS OF OUR PERSONALITIES THAT 

ARE DIFFERENT FROM THE SWEET LITTLE CHRISTIAN 
MASKS WE WEAR. 

KARL MENNINGER KNEW THIS) SO HE WROTE A 
BOOK A FEW YEARS AGO CALLED W.HATEVER_ BECAME 

OF SIN. HE NOTED THAT THE VERY WORD "SIN" 

SEEMS TO HAVE DISAPPEARED FROM OUR 

UNDERSTANDING. 

MENNINGER GOES ON TO SAY ·IN THIS BOOK) 

"CONGRESS VOTED SOME YEARS AGO TO REQUIRE 

THE PRESIDENT TO PROCLAIM EACH YEAR A 

NATIONAL DAY OF PRAYER> AND TRUMAN BEGAN 

IT IN 1952, THE FOLLOWING YEAR (1953) 

PRESIDENT EISENHOWER MADE HIS FIRST 
PROCLAMATION) AND IN IT HE MADE A REFERENCE 
TO SIN. HE BORROWED THE WORDS FOR HIS 

PROCLAMATION FROM A CALL ISSUED IN 1863 

BY ABRAHAM LINCOLN) THE COUNTRY'S FIRST 

REPUB.LICAN AND MOST THEOLOGICAL PRESIDENT. 

"' IT IS THE DUTY OF NATIONS� AS WELL AS 

OF MEN AND WOMEN) TO OWN THEIR DEPENDENCE 



UPON THE OVERRULING POWER OF Goo ) TO CONFESS 

THEIR SINS AND TRANSGRESSIONS IN HUMBLE 

SORROW) YET WITH ASSURED HOPE THAT GENUINE 
REPENTANCE WILL LEAD TO MERCY AND PARDON. '" 

AFTER THAT) FOR SOME REASON) NONE OF THE 

PRESIDENTS' SUBSEQUENT CALLS TO PRAYER 

MENTIONED SIN AGAIN. 

PERHAPS WE LIKE TO MAKE BELIEVE THAT WE 
ARE THE EXCEPTION. OTHERS ARE SUBJECT TO 
SIN AND EVILJ BUT NOT US. WE HAVE A TENDENCY 

FOR PUTTING PEOPLE AND THINGS INTO NEAT 
CATEGORIES� LIKE IN THE OLD MOVIES WHEN 

ALL VILLAINS WORE BLACK WAXED MUSTACHES 

AND SWIRLING CAPESJ AND ALL GOOD PEOPLE 

WERE TALLJ ROBUSTJ AND WORE LIGHT CLOTHES, 

AND WE LIKE TO BE TOLD HOW GOOD WE ARE, 
So EVERY PRESIDENT SINCE EISENHOWER HAS 

QUOTED THE WELL KNOWN LINE ATTRIBUTED TO 

DE TOCQUEVILLE: "AMERICA IS GREAT BECAUSE 

SHE IS GOOD. AND IF AMERICA EVER CEASES 
TO BE GOODJ AMERICA WILL CEASE TO BE GREAT. " 

. . 

(lNCIDENTALLYJ THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS SAYS 
THE QUOTE CAN BE FOUND NOWHER·E AMONG DE 
TOCQUEVILLE'S WORKSJ YET IT CONTINUES TO 

BE QUOTED. ) 

IT'S GOOD POLITICS) AND IT'S A SURE-FIRE 

APPLAUSE GETTER. BUT THE PROBLEM COMES 

WHEN WE BEGIN TO BELIEVE OUR OWN PRESS 

RELEASES AND THINK THAT ONLY WE ARE GOOD 

AND OTHERS ARE EVIL. 
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THE PRESIDENT'S SPEECH THIS SPRING URGING 

THE NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF EVANGELICALS 

TO OPPOSE THE NUCLEAR · FREEZE MOVEMENT 

PROVIDES A CASE IN POINT. HE SAIDJ "WE 

KNOW THAT LIVING IN THIS WORLD MEANS DEALING 

WITH I I I THE DO.CTRINE OF SIN. · THERE IS 

SIN AND EVIL IN THE WORLD. AND WE ARE 
ENJOINED BY SCRIPTURE AND THE LORD JESUS 
TO OPPOSE IT WITH ALL.OUR MIGHT." 

BUT THEN THE PRESIDENT WENT ON TO SAY., "THE 

COMMUNISTS ARE THE FOCUS OF .EVIL IN THE 

MODERN WORLD J AND SOU. S. MILITARY STRENGTH 
IS ESSENTIAL TO RESTRAIN THE AGGRESSIVE 

IMPULSES OF AN EVIL EMPIRE." 

Now THERE IS NOTHING UNUSUAL ABOUT POLITICIANS 

USING CHURCH FORUMS TO ADVANCE THEIR CAUSES} 

OR ABOUT RELIGIOUS GROUPS USING POLITICIANS 

TO ADVANCE THEIR CAUSES, I T  BECOMES A 

PROBLEM } HOWEVER } WHEN WE DEFINE ONLY 

OURSELVES AS GOOD AND OTHERS AS EVIL, OUR 
CHRISTIAN FAITH TELLS US THAT WE ALL SIN 

AND FALL SHORT OF GOD'S GLORY. 

So MUCH IN OUR CULTURE AND IN OUR RELIGION 

CAN COVER UP THE FACT THAT WE HAVE LIMITS } 

THAT WE ARE SUBJECT TO CORRUPTION} THAT 
OUR. PRIDE CAN LEAD US ASTRAY, WE CAN EASILY 

BECOME LIKE THE PHARISEE THAT JESUS DESCRIBED 

WHO LIKED TO STAND IN THE TEMPLE AND PRAY J 

'-../ ''GOD., I THANK YOU THAT I AM NOT LI KE OTHER 

PEOPLE.," WHILE THE PUBLICAN STOOD AND PRAYED; 

"GODJ BE MERCIFUL TO ME J A SINNER," 
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OVER AND OVER.AGAIN JESUS REMINDS US TO 

DEAL WITH THE STUFF IN OUR EYES BEFORE WE 

TRY TO TAKE ALL THOSE LITTLE SPECKS OUT 

OF OUR SISTERS' AND BROTHERS' EYES. WHEN 

WE DO THISJ WE LOSE THE OVER-CRITICAL SPIRIT 

AND THE· HARSHNESS BY WHICH WE LOOK AT. THE 

ACTIONS OF OTHERS. IT'S A VERY NECESSARY 

PIECE OF BAGGAGEJ THIS BEING AWARE OF OUR 

OWN LIMITS AND OUR OWN TEMPTATIONSJ INSTEAD 

OF ALWAY.S LOOK I NG FOR SOMEONE ELSE TO BLAME, 

3, A THIRD PIECE OF NECESSARY BAGGAGE WE 

ALL NEED TO CARRY WITH US ON OUR LIFE'S 

JOURNEY IS A VITAL SENSE OF THE END. NOW 

BY THE WORD "ENDJ" I DO NOT MEAN ONLY THAT 

WE ARE TO KEEP IN MIND THAT OUR LIFE ON 

THIS EARTH AS WE KNOW IT WILL COME TO AN 

ENDJ ALTHOUGH THAT'S PART OF IT. THE GREEK 

WORD "TELOS J " FROM WHICH OUR ENGLISH WORD 

"END" COMESJ ALSO MEANS "PURPOSE" OR 

ACHIEVEMENT J OR FULFILLMENT J OR COMPLETION J 

OR MATURITY. 

To HAVE A VITAL SENSE OF THE ENDJ THENJ. 

MEANS THAT ·WE KNOW THAT GOD ULTIMATELY 

CONTROLS THE PURPOSES OF. HISTORY. 0RJ TO 

PUT IT ANOTHER WAYJ IT IS THE FAITH THAT 

HISTORY IS NOT MEANINGLESS. THUS THOSE 

WHO HAVE A VITAL SENSE OF THE END KEEP 

GROWING AND MATURING THROUGHOUT THEIR 

LIVES. AND WHEN WE DO THATJ WE CAN ALSO 

FACE THE END OF OUR LIFE ON THIS EARTH WITH 

CONFIDENCE AND SATISFACTION, THUS ST, PAUL 

9 



COULD WRITE, AS HE LOOKED TOWARD THE END 

OF HIS LIFE, ''I HAVE FOUGHT THE GOOD FIGHT J 

I HAVE FINISHED THE RACE, I HAVE KEPT THE 

FA I TH I// 

PAUL HAD A SENSE OF WHAT WAS VITAL ALL THE 

WAY TO THE END. IN A BOOK CALLED,· THE 

DENIAL OF DEATH, THE AUTHOR, ERNEST BECKER, 

CLAIMS THAT TOO MANY PEOPLE SPEND THEIR · 
TIME DENYING DEATHJ TRYING TO LIVE AS IF 
THEY ARE GOING TO LIVE FOREVER. HE SAYS 

THAT TOO FEW PEOPLE HAVE A VITAL SENSE OF 
THE END. 

FROM THE CHRISTIAN FAITH'S POINT OF VIEW, 

HAVING A VITAL SEN.SE OF THE END MEANS THAT 

WE BELIEVE IN A MEANINGFUL, PURPOSEFUL 
UNIVERSE, A PURPOSEFUL GODJ AND IN A WORLD 

WHERE OUR SOC I AL HOPES WI LL NOT END IN ·UTTER 

ANNIHILATION, IT ALSO MEANS THAT WE BELIEVE 

THAT PERSONALITY IS SACRED AND AFTER DEATH 

HAS ENDLESS POSSIBILITIES. 

IF WE WANT IT SUMMED UP IN HOMELY WORDS, 

RECALL THORNTON WILDER'S EXPRESSION OF HIS 

FAITH IN HIS PLAY, "OUR TOWN," 

"I  DON'T CARE WHAT THEY SAY WITH THEIR 

MOUTHS -- EVERYBODY KNOWS THAT SOMETHING 

IS ETERNAL. AND IT AIN'T HOUSES, AND IT 

AIN'T NAMES, AND IT AIN'T EARTHJ AND IT 

AIN'T EVEN STARS -- EVERYBODY KNOWS IN THEIR 

BONES THAT SOMETHING IS ETERNAL) AND THAT 
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SOMETHING HAS TO DO WITH HUMAN BEINGS. ALL 

THE GREATEST PEOPLE EVER LIVED HAVE BEEN 

TELLING US THAT FOR 5,000 YEARSJ AND YET 

YOU'D BE SURPRISED HOW PEOPLE ARE ALWAYS 

LOSING HOLD OF IT, THERE'S SOMETHING WAY 

DOWN DEEP THAT'S ETERNAL ABOUT EVERY HUMAN 

BEING. " AMEN. 
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