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 It’s good to be home! In our 12 weeks away from you we have worshipped with other 

communities of faith. The music was inspiring and the sermons were compelling, but they were 

not you, and it simply wasn’t the same. Thank you for our time away. It was very good. There 

are no words to describe what we have experienced this summer. But we wanted to take part of 

this sermon time to share with you some of where we’ve been and what we’ve seen and what 

we’ve learned. 

Perhaps the most important thing about this summer was the time we spent – 

TOGETHER – the four of us. In writing our grant proposal to the Lilly Endowment, the first 

page of our 26-page document expressed our philosophy that in many ways our family has been 

in ministry together in this place – that we had given our family to this church, therefore, we 

hoped that our family would be the beneficiaries of this sabbatical time. We are so grateful to 

you for the time away, and we are so grateful to the Lilly Endowment for footing the bill! I know 

that our family has had the summer of a lifetime – not just in the exotic places we’ve been – but 

simply in the time that we have had together. Especially given the boys being at such formative 

stages of development, we know that this kind of time will not come to us again, and I can assure 

you that we did not squander one minute or one mile of it. 

Amy: We’ll try not to bore you with sermon illustrations, week after week after week, but 

we thought it would be inappropriate not to share a bit with you this morning. We’ve invited the 

                                                 
1 This was our first Sunday back in the pulpit after a three-month sabbatical, so the Dean family, who had shared the 
sabbatical time, also shared the preaching time. 



boys to join us so that we can, together, give you a whirl-wind look at our summer. It might be 

helpful to begin, just (as they say) by “doing the numbers.” 

Bennett: If you ask me what I did this summer, I’d have to say, in a word – I traveled! A 

lot! Mom and Dad began the summer on their motorcycle. Since there’s no room for Jackson and 

me on the Harley, they rumbled the first 300 miles on their own.  

Jackson: But from then on, it was the four of us together. Our first pilgrimage was to 

Plymouth, Massachusetts, and we went with my Grandparents in their van. Our car travel for the 

summer covered at least 3,288 miles. 

Amy: In nine separate airline flights we went about half way around the globe. 12,424 

miles to be exact. 

Jackson: Throughout Europe we used public transportation. And we think a conservative 

estimate of the mileage we covered in London and Paris and Madrid in that Double Decker bus 

and, under the streets in those European subways, and in three short, but heart-stopping cab rides 

through those busy streets (Bennett says all European drivers are) -- 

Bennett: CRAZY! 

Yes… in all of that public transit, we are sure we traveled at least 50 miles. 

Bennett: They’re CRAZY! 

 Jackson: The nicest digs we had during our travel were on a bus in Spain. Mom and Dad 

are too cheap to let us fly first class, but “Aunt Lilly” (as we came to call our grant money from 

the Lilly Endowment), Aunt Lilly did spring for First Class on that six-hour bus ride. With three 

other bus transfers, we saw at least 543 miles of terrain out those windows. 

 Amy: The fastest trip, on (and under) land was through the Chunnel; at over 100 miles 

per hour we covered the 250 miles from London to Paris quicker than even I could take a nap.  



 Russ: And the worst accommodations was aboard a romantic-sounding – not so romantic 

feeling – overnight train from Paris to Madrid. Had I known what I know now, I’d have changed 

my mind – but there wasn’t enough room to change your mind in that little cabin for four! (We 

all had to line up in the hallway just so each other could get in the bed.) And with a stop at least 

every half-hour all night long, I saw very little sleep in those 700 miles! 

Bennett: In Arizona, we saw 87 of the most beautiful miles you can imagine, as we rafted 

down the Colorado River into the Grand Canyon. And after hiking out of that big ditch once 

(that’s nine-and-a-half miles -- like, straight up!), we hiked back into another part of the canyon 

to visit the most remote town in the lower 48 states. This time we got smart and rode horses out – 

another eight rocky miles uphill. 

Jackson: In the Red Rock country of Sedona, we spent three hours in an inner tube, 

cooling off in the Verde River, and we covered the bumpiest fifteen miles of the summer in a 

Pink Jeep, bouncing across the back country. 

 Amy: But there’s no doubt how we covered the best of our summer miles. Our 

“Compostella,” that is, the official diploma, certifying our legitimacy as pilgrims on El Camino 

de Santiago, says we walked 111 Spanish kilometers, “a pie”: on foot. Add the rest of our hiking 

to the total, and we wore at least 120 miles off the soles of our boots. 

 Russ: And last but not least, if you count last week’s vacation mileage, the four of us 

being dragged behind our boat on Lake Greenwood on a ski, or on bare feet, or on that death 

trap, which is euphemistically called an inner tube, I’m sure you can add another 50 miles to the 

total,  bringing us to a grand summer tally of:  

ALL OF US: 17,838 miles. AND WE’RE GLAD TO BE HOME! 

 



 Russ: We’re not going to share a memory per mile this morning, but here are four brief 

reflections from across those miles. 

 BENNETT – I get to talk about Laughing... This summer my family and I laughed a lot. 

From Massachusetts to Europe and all the way to the Grand Canyon. There is one laugh I will 

never forget. We walked on the Camino with our friends Mr. Tony, who was blind, and Mrs. 

Kate. They were from England. From keeping hydrated we had to use the bathroom, a lot – or as 

I would say, “put out the fire” – if you know what I mean. So, Mom got to use the bathroom, 

aka, the woods first. While she was gone, Mr. Tony, the blind man, told a joke about a blind 

man. Just after I had started to tell him a blind joke of my own, Mom came back from the woods. 

The look on her face when she heard me telling Mr. Tony a blind joke . . . well, that wasn’t 

pretty! But we all got a good laugh about it. And that was only one of our many great laughs. 

So, do you want to hear my blind joke? 

A blind man walks into a store with his seeing- eye dog. He took the dog by the leash and started 
to sling the dog around his head. The store manager walks up and asked him, “What in the world 
are you doing?” The blind man responded, “I’m just looking around.” 
 

Mr. Tony thought it was funny – even if Mom didn’t! In all of our laughter this summer, 

we know that God was surely laughing with us. 

 

 Jackson: I get to talk about Seeing… Not looking, but seeing. On our trip, we were able 

to look at a lot of God’s big world and it wasn’t so much that we looked at Plymouth Rock, the 

Eiffel Tower, all the beautiful land on the Camino, the Grand Canyon, and even Lake 

Greenwood, SC, but because of the way that we travelled we were able to see it in a different 

way. We were able to see God in it. On our trip we did so much seeing that it changed our lives. 

We saw everything from a massive storm rolling in from the top of the Tour Eiffel to the most 



brilliant rainbow following that storm. And it was interesting to observe how other people see. 

For example, we were walking through some farmlands on the Camino when Mr. Tony, our 

blind friend, said suddenly, “They’re bailing hay to our left.” We stopped, looked, and finally we 

saw in a distance a farmer bailing hay. Who really sees everything? Only God sees everything.  

We lay down on our sleeping bags one night by the Colorado River (with no tent, which 

Mom did NOT like) and looked up at the stars (and the bats, which mom did NOT like!) and 

thought – WOW – now that’s something to see. I thought about the fact that in Charlotte you 

cannot see THIS. And then to add to beauty of that moment, Dad read from Psalm 8: “O Lord 

our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth . . . When I see your heavens, the work of 

your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have established, what are human beings that you 

are mindful of them?” And in that moment I thought:  most people look; some people see, but 

only God sees everything. 

So do you look or do you see? 

 

 Amy: I get to talk about Singing… We sang our way through the summer – you’ve heard 

this morning two of the songs we sang in churches and cathedrals and on the trails of our 

journeys. Make a joyful noise unto the Lord (Psalm 100) - we did indeed. My favorite singing 

moment was actually on my birthday. It was our third day of walking the Camino, with about 30 

miles under our belt, our guide told us about a 12th century church that was beautiful, but a 

couple of miles off the Camino path in the middle of nowhere, Spain. She offered to drive us the 

few extra miles and then return us to pick up the Camino’s way. We agreed. We loved walking, 

but no need to take unnecessary steps when one has so many steps to take! There was a Spanish 

woman willing to give informal tours of the church, so our guide translated. Our small group had 



already heard us sing here and there along the way, and they requested that we sing in this 

church. So our guide asked the woman – even suggesting it would be a nice birthday present for 

me to get to sing in this church. Now up until this point, we were the only group inside. But now 

a crowd of 15-20 had gathered inside to look around. The Spanish woman got everyone’s 

attention and asked for silence as a song was sung. Everyone took a seat as if a concert was about 

to begin. The four of us looked at each other like – Oh no, this isn’t what we had in mind! But 

we went behind the altar area to the apse where the ancient stone building’s ceiling was dome 

shaped, and Bennett began – “Do not be afraid” – and we all came in – “Peace be still.” The 

sound of the harmonies hung in that space.2 When we finish they all applauded as if we were 

famous. And I noticed tears in the eyes of several people that I’m sure didn’t speak English. It 

was something about the music in that place that stirred their souls and there was no need for 

translation. And then I noticed tears in the eyes of our walking companions – none of whom was 

very religious. It was something about the music in that place that transcended belief. And I 

believe it was the best birthday I’ve ever had. 

 

Russ: Laughing. Seeing. Singing. These practices accompanied us, shortening every 

climb, deepening every moment. And though the vast majority of the nearly 18,000 miles we 

traveled was mechanically enhanced, if you asked me to characterize our summer, I might be 

tempted to say, “We walked.” 

Americans don’t walk anymore. Along El Camino de Santiago we walked with thousands 

of pilgrims. We engaged direct passersby, “Buen Camino” (which means something like, “have a 

good journey”), and had longer conversations with many. We met pilgrims from all over the 

                                                 
2 This is from a very short musical prayer that Russ wrote for our journey. We sang it throughout our summer, 
walking, riding, looking up at the stars on the bank of the Colorado River, in churches and cathedrals throughout our 
travels: “Do not be afraid. Peace be still. Peace, deep peace, be still.” 



world, but did not encounter another American. (Of course, there are American sojourners – 

that’s how we learned of this pilgrimage – but it is emblematic that we did not meet any.) We 

noted three years ago that there were no Americans on the hot and hard climb up the 9.5-mile 

Bright Angel Trail in the Grand Canyon. And apparently in the last three years Americans have 

lost no more weight and have gotten in no better shape, because Americans are still sparse on 

that dusty road. 

Our cities do not encourage pedestrian traffic. (Could you walk to your grocery store for 

this week’s needs, even if you wanted to?) Our diets of fast food, and faster fat, are hardly 

designed for walking feet. And our lifestyles are, on the one hand, too sedentary – we couldn’t 

unglue from the TV, the Wii, or the computer screen if we tried, and on the other hand, they are 

too frantic – walk? You must be kidding! I’m late… time to fly! 

No. We don’t walk. But we should. 

This summer the Deans walked. Not just 120 officially recorded miles, but we “walked,” 

metaphorically, all summer long. “Walked, in a relaxed manner.”3 Slowly. Deliberately. 

Intentionally. Methodically. Stopping to smell the roses… To eat the nettles and eels and 

octopus… Laughing at every turn. Singing into every destination. 

We need to learn to walk. It’s a very spiritual way to travel. 

 

When that young man found himself in the pigs’ pen, with a lustful eye to the pail of slop 

he had just fed the swine – and when, in a brief surge of sanity, he set his sights toward home – 

there were no planes, trains, or automobiles to take him. He set out walking. Jesus’ tale of the 

prodigal son is one of the best ever told. It has been mined for hidden gems across the disciplines 

– there is psychological truth and sociological truth, lessons for the family and for communities 
                                                 
3 One of the books Amy read during the summer was of the title: Walk in a Relaxed Manner. 



of every kind. But Jesus’ message was pointedly theological. Someone has said “Home is where 

they have to take you in.” I don’t like this definition. Prison, it seems to me, is where they have 

to take you in. Home is where they take you in – even when they don’t have to! 

Put yourself in the boy’s shoes, walk a mile in his sandals, for just a moment. Imagine 

what you are thinking with every step. Will my father take me in? He shouldn’t. Will he turn me 

away? Tell me he’s forgotten my name, cut all my pictures out of the family photos? That’s what 

he should do. But Jesus said that home is where they take you in even when you don’t deserve it. 

That gift of grace keeps coming up in Jesus’ teaching. 

Even when they don’t have to! 

The boy went away, with no obvious intention to return. But isn’t home, really, our only 

destination? No matter where we go, or why, no trip, whether pilgrimage or prodigal 

proclamation can ever be complete without returning, and in some way claiming home as our 

own, receiving the grace it has to offer. The cathedral of Santiago de Compostella was the most 

visible of our “destinations.” But the destination was really Santiago… de Charlotte – because, in 

truth, only now that we are back with you can we begin to know what it meant to go there. To be 

there. To have walked, together, in that setting. To have found what we were looking for, and 

more. To have experienced God in the journey. Anyone who wanders without returning… makes 

an incomplete journey. We all must reckon with who we are, where we’ve come from, why we 

left in the first place. We will never rest until we’ve come home. 

 

I suppose Jesus told his story for a lot of reasons, to convey all the truth that has been 

found in it. But his story reveals to us the very nature of God. God is not a father who could 

scratch our names from the family tree – no matter where we’ve been. Not the hard-hearted, or 



broken-hearted patriarch, who harbors his grudges, or who acts in so-called “tough love” to let us 

learn our lessons. Hardly. God is the warmth of an open-armed reception. A hearty “Welcome 

Home!” A celebration to beat all celebrations – especially when we deserve it not at all. God is 

found, where grace is offered. 

And that is home. 

When the Deans left here three months ago, we said, explicitly, that, like all pilgrims, we 

were setting out on our travels, not just for three exotic destinations, but in the hopes that along 

the way, step by step, we might find God. And we will testify to you that we did just that. But 

true pilgrimages are always filled with unexpected finds. In reading again the prodigal’s story 

I’ve found one more truth. It is this: as exciting as were our travels, as much as we did find God 

in the experience we have known, God will be most known to us, most evident, right here. In 

your welcome. Right here in this place we have come to call home. 

Thank you for sending us out. With your blessing. Thank you for welcoming us home. 

With your open arms. We can’t wait to meet you, again. In doing so, you will show us God. 

May it be so! 
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 It’s good to be home! In our 12 weeks away from you we have worshipped with other 

communities of faith. The music was inspiring and the sermons were compelling, but they were 

not you, and it simply wasn’t the same. Thank you for our time away. It was very good. There 

are no words to describe what we have experienced this summer. But we wanted to take part of 

this sermon time to share with you some of where we’ve been and what we’ve seen and what 

we’ve learned. 

Perhaps the most important thing about this summer was the time we spent – 

TOGETHER – the four of us. In writing our grant proposal to the Lilly Endowment, the first 

page of our 26-page document expressed our philosophy that in many ways our family has been 

in ministry together in this place – that we had given our family to this church, therefore, we 

hoped that our family would be the beneficiaries of this sabbatical time. We are so grateful to 

you for the time away, and we are so grateful to the Lilly Endowment for footing the bill! I know 

that our family has had the summer of a lifetime – not just in the exotic places we’ve been – but 

simply in the time that we have had together. Especially given the boys being at such formative 

stages of development, we know that this kind of time will not come to us again, and I can assure 

you that we did not squander one minute or one mile of it. 

Amy: We’ll try not to bore you with sermon illustrations, week after week after week, but 

we thought it would be inappropriate not to share a bit with you this morning. We’ve invited the 
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boys to join us so that we can, together, give you a whirl-wind look at our summer. It might be 

helpful to begin, just (as they say) by “doing the numbers.” 

Bennett: If you ask me what I did this summer, I’d have to say, in a word – I traveled! A 

lot! Mom and Dad began the summer on their motorcycle. Since there’s no room for Jackson and 

me on the Harley, they rumbled the first 300 miles on their own.  

Jackson: But from then on, it was the four of us together. Our first pilgrimage was to 

Plymouth, Massachusetts, and we went with my Grandparents in their van. Our car travel for the 

summer covered at least 3,288 miles. 

Amy: In nine separate airline flights we went about half way around the globe. 12,424 

miles to be exact. 

Jackson: Throughout Europe we used public transportation. And we think a conservative 

estimate of the mileage we covered in London and Paris and Madrid in that Double Decker bus 

and, under the streets in those European subways, and in three short, but heart-stopping cab rides 

through those busy streets (Bennett says all European drivers are) -- 

Bennett: CRAZY! 

Yes… in all of that public transit, we are sure we traveled at least 50 miles. 

Bennett: They’re CRAZY! 

 Jackson: The nicest digs we had during our travel were on a bus in Spain. Mom and Dad 

are too cheap to let us fly first class, but “Aunt Lilly” (as we came to call our grant money from 

the Lilly Endowment), Aunt Lilly did spring for First Class on that six-hour bus ride. With three 

other bus transfers, we saw at least 543 miles of terrain out those windows. 

 Amy: The fastest trip, on (and under) land was through the Chunnel; at over 100 miles 

per hour we covered the 250 miles from London to Paris quicker than even I could take a nap.  



 Russ: And the worst accommodations was aboard a romantic-sounding – not so romantic 

feeling – overnight train from Paris to Madrid. Had I known what I know now, I’d have changed 

my mind – but there wasn’t enough room to change your mind in that little cabin for four! (We 

all had to line up in the hallway just so each other could get in the bed.) And with a stop at least 

every half-hour all night long, I saw very little sleep in those 700 miles! 

Bennett: In Arizona, we saw 87 of the most beautiful miles you can imagine, as we rafted 

down the Colorado River into the Grand Canyon. And after hiking out of that big ditch once 

(that’s nine-and-a-half miles -- like, straight up!), we hiked back into another part of the canyon 

to visit the most remote town in the lower 48 states. This time we got smart and rode horses out – 

another eight rocky miles uphill. 

Jackson: In the Red Rock country of Sedona, we spent three hours in an inner tube, 

cooling off in the Verde River, and we covered the bumpiest fifteen miles of the summer in a 

Pink Jeep, bouncing across the back country. 

 Amy: But there’s no doubt how we covered the best of our summer miles. Our 

“Compostella,” that is, the official diploma, certifying our legitimacy as pilgrims on El Camino 

de Santiago, says we walked 111 Spanish kilometers, “a pie”: on foot. Add the rest of our hiking 

to the total, and we wore at least 120 miles off the soles of our boots. 

 Russ: And last but not least, if you count last week’s vacation mileage, the four of us 

being dragged behind our boat on Lake Greenwood on a ski, or on bare feet, or on that death 

trap, which is euphemistically called an inner tube, I’m sure you can add another 50 miles to the 

total,  bringing us to a grand summer tally of:  

ALL OF US: 17,838 miles. AND WE’RE GLAD TO BE HOME! 

 



 Russ: We’re not going to share a memory per mile this morning, but here are four brief 

reflections from across those miles. 

 BENNETT – I get to talk about Laughing... This summer my family and I laughed a lot. 

From Massachusetts to Europe and all the way to the Grand Canyon. There is one laugh I will 

never forget. We walked on the Camino with our friends Mr. Tony, who was blind, and Mrs. 

Kate. They were from England. From keeping hydrated we had to use the bathroom, a lot – or as 

I would say, “put out the fire” – if you know what I mean. So, Mom got to use the bathroom, 

aka, the woods first. While she was gone, Mr. Tony, the blind man, told a joke about a blind 

man. Just after I had started to tell him a blind joke of my own, Mom came back from the woods. 

The look on her face when she heard me telling Mr. Tony a blind joke . . . well, that wasn’t 

pretty! But we all got a good laugh about it. And that was only one of our many great laughs. 

So, do you want to hear my blind joke? 

A blind man walks into a store with his seeing- eye dog. He took the dog by the leash and started 
to sling the dog around his head. The store manager walks up and asked him, “What in the world 
are you doing?” The blind man responded, “I’m just looking around.” 
 

Mr. Tony thought it was funny – even if Mom didn’t! In all of our laughter this summer, 

we know that God was surely laughing with us. 

 

 Jackson: I get to talk about Seeing… Not looking, but seeing. On our trip, we were able 

to look at a lot of God’s big world and it wasn’t so much that we looked at Plymouth Rock, the 

Eiffel Tower, all the beautiful land on the Camino, the Grand Canyon, and even Lake 

Greenwood, SC, but because of the way that we travelled we were able to see it in a different 

way. We were able to see God in it. On our trip we did so much seeing that it changed our lives. 

We saw everything from a massive storm rolling in from the top of the Tour Eiffel to the most 



brilliant rainbow following that storm. And it was interesting to observe how other people see. 

For example, we were walking through some farmlands on the Camino when Mr. Tony, our 

blind friend, said suddenly, “They’re bailing hay to our left.” We stopped, looked, and finally we 

saw in a distance a farmer bailing hay. Who really sees everything? Only God sees everything.  

We lay down on our sleeping bags one night by the Colorado River (with no tent, which 

Mom did NOT like) and looked up at the stars (and the bats, which mom did NOT like!) and 

thought – WOW – now that’s something to see. I thought about the fact that in Charlotte you 

cannot see THIS. And then to add to beauty of that moment, Dad read from Psalm 8: “O Lord 

our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth . . . When I see your heavens, the work of 

your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have established, what are human beings that you 

are mindful of them?” And in that moment I thought:  most people look; some people see, but 

only God sees everything. 

So do you look or do you see? 

 

 Amy: I get to talk about Singing… We sang our way through the summer – you’ve heard 

this morning two of the songs we sang in churches and cathedrals and on the trails of our 

journeys. Make a joyful noise unto the Lord (Psalm 100) - we did indeed. My favorite singing 

moment was actually on my birthday. It was our third day of walking the Camino, with about 30 

miles under our belt, our guide told us about a 12th century church that was beautiful, but a 

couple of miles off the Camino path in the middle of nowhere, Spain. She offered to drive us the 

few extra miles and then return us to pick up the Camino’s way. We agreed. We loved walking, 

but no need to take unnecessary steps when one has so many steps to take! There was a Spanish 

woman willing to give informal tours of the church, so our guide translated. Our small group had 



already heard us sing here and there along the way, and they requested that we sing in this 

church. So our guide asked the woman – even suggesting it would be a nice birthday present for 

me to get to sing in this church. Now up until this point, we were the only group inside. But now 

a crowd of 15-20 had gathered inside to look around. The Spanish woman got everyone’s 

attention and asked for silence as a song was sung. Everyone took a seat as if a concert was about 

to begin. The four of us looked at each other like – Oh no, this isn’t what we had in mind! But 

we went behind the altar area to the apse where the ancient stone building’s ceiling was dome 

shaped, and Bennett began – “Do not be afraid” – and we all came in – “Peace be still.” The 

sound of the harmonies hung in that space.2 When we finish they all applauded as if we were 

famous. And I noticed tears in the eyes of several people that I’m sure didn’t speak English. It 

was something about the music in that place that stirred their souls and there was no need for 

translation. And then I noticed tears in the eyes of our walking companions – none of whom was 

very religious. It was something about the music in that place that transcended belief. And I 

believe it was the best birthday I’ve ever had. 

 

Russ: Laughing. Seeing. Singing. These practices accompanied us, shortening every 

climb, deepening every moment. And though the vast majority of the nearly 18,000 miles we 

traveled was mechanically enhanced, if you asked me to characterize our summer, I might be 

tempted to say, “We walked.” 

Americans don’t walk anymore. Along El Camino de Santiago we walked with thousands 

of pilgrims. We engaged direct passersby, “Buen Camino” (which means something like, “have a 

good journey”), and had longer conversations with many. We met pilgrims from all over the 

                                                 
2 This is from a very short musical prayer that Russ wrote for our journey. We sang it throughout our summer, 
walking, riding, looking up at the stars on the bank of the Colorado River, in churches and cathedrals throughout our 
travels: “Do not be afraid. Peace be still. Peace, deep peace, be still.” 



world, but did not encounter another American. (Of course, there are American sojourners – 

that’s how we learned of this pilgrimage – but it is emblematic that we did not meet any.) We 

noted three years ago that there were no Americans on the hot and hard climb up the 9.5-mile 

Bright Angel Trail in the Grand Canyon. And apparently in the last three years Americans have 

lost no more weight and have gotten in no better shape, because Americans are still sparse on 

that dusty road. 

Our cities do not encourage pedestrian traffic. (Could you walk to your grocery store for 

this week’s needs, even if you wanted to?) Our diets of fast food, and faster fat, are hardly 

designed for walking feet. And our lifestyles are, on the one hand, too sedentary – we couldn’t 

unglue from the TV, the Wii, or the computer screen if we tried, and on the other hand, they are 

too frantic – walk? You must be kidding! I’m late… time to fly! 

No. We don’t walk. But we should. 

This summer the Deans walked. Not just 120 officially recorded miles, but we “walked,” 

metaphorically, all summer long. “Walked, in a relaxed manner.”3 Slowly. Deliberately. 

Intentionally. Methodically. Stopping to smell the roses… To eat the nettles and eels and 

octopus… Laughing at every turn. Singing into every destination. 

We need to learn to walk. It’s a very spiritual way to travel. 

 

When that young man found himself in the pigs’ pen, with a lustful eye to the pail of slop 

he had just fed the swine – and when, in a brief surge of sanity, he set his sights toward home – 

there were no planes, trains, or automobiles to take him. He set out walking. Jesus’ tale of the 

prodigal son is one of the best ever told. It has been mined for hidden gems across the disciplines 

– there is psychological truth and sociological truth, lessons for the family and for communities 
                                                 
3 One of the books Amy read during the summer was of the title: Walk in a Relaxed Manner. 



of every kind. But Jesus’ message was pointedly theological. Someone has said “Home is where 

they have to take you in.” I don’t like this definition. Prison, it seems to me, is where they have 

to take you in. Home is where they take you in – even when they don’t have to! 

Put yourself in the boy’s shoes, walk a mile in his sandals, for just a moment. Imagine 

what you are thinking with every step. Will my father take me in? He shouldn’t. Will he turn me 

away? Tell me he’s forgotten my name, cut all my pictures out of the family photos? That’s what 

he should do. But Jesus said that home is where they take you in even when you don’t deserve it. 

That gift of grace keeps coming up in Jesus’ teaching. 

Even when they don’t have to! 

The boy went away, with no obvious intention to return. But isn’t home, really, our only 

destination? No matter where we go, or why, no trip, whether pilgrimage or prodigal 

proclamation can ever be complete without returning, and in some way claiming home as our 

own, receiving the grace it has to offer. The cathedral of Santiago de Compostella was the most 

visible of our “destinations.” But the destination was really Santiago… de Charlotte – because, in 

truth, only now that we are back with you can we begin to know what it meant to go there. To be 

there. To have walked, together, in that setting. To have found what we were looking for, and 

more. To have experienced God in the journey. Anyone who wanders without returning… makes 

an incomplete journey. We all must reckon with who we are, where we’ve come from, why we 

left in the first place. We will never rest until we’ve come home. 

 

I suppose Jesus told his story for a lot of reasons, to convey all the truth that has been 

found in it. But his story reveals to us the very nature of God. God is not a father who could 

scratch our names from the family tree – no matter where we’ve been. Not the hard-hearted, or 



broken-hearted patriarch, who harbors his grudges, or who acts in so-called “tough love” to let us 

learn our lessons. Hardly. God is the warmth of an open-armed reception. A hearty “Welcome 

Home!” A celebration to beat all celebrations – especially when we deserve it not at all. God is 

found, where grace is offered. 

And that is home. 

When the Deans left here three months ago, we said, explicitly, that, like all pilgrims, we 

were setting out on our travels, not just for three exotic destinations, but in the hopes that along 

the way, step by step, we might find God. And we will testify to you that we did just that. But 

true pilgrimages are always filled with unexpected finds. In reading again the prodigal’s story 

I’ve found one more truth. It is this: as exciting as were our travels, as much as we did find God 

in the experience we have known, God will be most known to us, most evident, right here. In 

your welcome. Right here in this place we have come to call home. 

Thank you for sending us out. With your blessing. Thank you for welcoming us home. 

With your open arms. We can’t wait to meet you, again. In doing so, you will show us God. 

May it be so! 



The Park Road Pulpit 
  Sermons from Park Road Baptist Church  
      Russ and Amy Jacks Dean, Pastors 

Meeting You Again 
Isaiah 30.15; Luke 15.11-24 

Amy, Russ, Jackson, and Bennett Dean, August 30, 20091 
 

 It’s good to be home! In our 12 weeks away from you we have worshipped with other 

communities of faith. The music was inspiring and the sermons were compelling, but they were 

not you, and it simply wasn’t the same. Thank you for our time away. It was very good. There 

are no words to describe what we have experienced this summer. But we wanted to take part of 

this sermon time to share with you some of where we’ve been and what we’ve seen and what 

we’ve learned. 

Perhaps the most important thing about this summer was the time we spent – 

TOGETHER – the four of us. In writing our grant proposal to the Lilly Endowment, the first 

page of our 26-page document expressed our philosophy that in many ways our family has been 

in ministry together in this place – that we had given our family to this church, therefore, we 

hoped that our family would be the beneficiaries of this sabbatical time. We are so grateful to 

you for the time away, and we are so grateful to the Lilly Endowment for footing the bill! I know 

that our family has had the summer of a lifetime – not just in the exotic places we’ve been – but 

simply in the time that we have had together. Especially given the boys being at such formative 

stages of development, we know that this kind of time will not come to us again, and I can assure 

you that we did not squander one minute or one mile of it. 

Amy: We’ll try not to bore you with sermon illustrations, week after week after week, but 

we thought it would be inappropriate not to share a bit with you this morning. We’ve invited the 
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sabbatical time, also shared the preaching time. 



boys to join us so that we can, together, give you a whirl-wind look at our summer. It might be 

helpful to begin, just (as they say) by “doing the numbers.” 

Bennett: If you ask me what I did this summer, I’d have to say, in a word – I traveled! A 

lot! Mom and Dad began the summer on their motorcycle. Since there’s no room for Jackson and 

me on the Harley, they rumbled the first 300 miles on their own.  

Jackson: But from then on, it was the four of us together. Our first pilgrimage was to 

Plymouth, Massachusetts, and we went with my Grandparents in their van. Our car travel for the 

summer covered at least 3,288 miles. 

Amy: In nine separate airline flights we went about half way around the globe. 12,424 

miles to be exact. 

Jackson: Throughout Europe we used public transportation. And we think a conservative 

estimate of the mileage we covered in London and Paris and Madrid in that Double Decker bus 

and, under the streets in those European subways, and in three short, but heart-stopping cab rides 

through those busy streets (Bennett says all European drivers are) -- 

Bennett: CRAZY! 

Yes… in all of that public transit, we are sure we traveled at least 50 miles. 

Bennett: They’re CRAZY! 

 Jackson: The nicest digs we had during our travel were on a bus in Spain. Mom and Dad 

are too cheap to let us fly first class, but “Aunt Lilly” (as we came to call our grant money from 

the Lilly Endowment), Aunt Lilly did spring for First Class on that six-hour bus ride. With three 

other bus transfers, we saw at least 543 miles of terrain out those windows. 

 Amy: The fastest trip, on (and under) land was through the Chunnel; at over 100 miles 

per hour we covered the 250 miles from London to Paris quicker than even I could take a nap.  



 Russ: And the worst accommodations was aboard a romantic-sounding – not so romantic 

feeling – overnight train from Paris to Madrid. Had I known what I know now, I’d have changed 

my mind – but there wasn’t enough room to change your mind in that little cabin for four! (We 

all had to line up in the hallway just so each other could get in the bed.) And with a stop at least 

every half-hour all night long, I saw very little sleep in those 700 miles! 

Bennett: In Arizona, we saw 87 of the most beautiful miles you can imagine, as we rafted 

down the Colorado River into the Grand Canyon. And after hiking out of that big ditch once 

(that’s nine-and-a-half miles -- like, straight up!), we hiked back into another part of the canyon 

to visit the most remote town in the lower 48 states. This time we got smart and rode horses out – 

another eight rocky miles uphill. 

Jackson: In the Red Rock country of Sedona, we spent three hours in an inner tube, 

cooling off in the Verde River, and we covered the bumpiest fifteen miles of the summer in a 

Pink Jeep, bouncing across the back country. 

 Amy: But there’s no doubt how we covered the best of our summer miles. Our 

“Compostella,” that is, the official diploma, certifying our legitimacy as pilgrims on El Camino 

de Santiago, says we walked 111 Spanish kilometers, “a pie”: on foot. Add the rest of our hiking 

to the total, and we wore at least 120 miles off the soles of our boots. 

 Russ: And last but not least, if you count last week’s vacation mileage, the four of us 

being dragged behind our boat on Lake Greenwood on a ski, or on bare feet, or on that death 

trap, which is euphemistically called an inner tube, I’m sure you can add another 50 miles to the 

total,  bringing us to a grand summer tally of:  

ALL OF US: 17,838 miles. AND WE’RE GLAD TO BE HOME! 

 



 Russ: We’re not going to share a memory per mile this morning, but here are four brief 

reflections from across those miles. 

 BENNETT – I get to talk about Laughing... This summer my family and I laughed a lot. 

From Massachusetts to Europe and all the way to the Grand Canyon. There is one laugh I will 

never forget. We walked on the Camino with our friends Mr. Tony, who was blind, and Mrs. 

Kate. They were from England. From keeping hydrated we had to use the bathroom, a lot – or as 

I would say, “put out the fire” – if you know what I mean. So, Mom got to use the bathroom, 

aka, the woods first. While she was gone, Mr. Tony, the blind man, told a joke about a blind 

man. Just after I had started to tell him a blind joke of my own, Mom came back from the woods. 

The look on her face when she heard me telling Mr. Tony a blind joke . . . well, that wasn’t 

pretty! But we all got a good laugh about it. And that was only one of our many great laughs. 

So, do you want to hear my blind joke? 

A blind man walks into a store with his seeing- eye dog. He took the dog by the leash and started 
to sling the dog around his head. The store manager walks up and asked him, “What in the world 
are you doing?” The blind man responded, “I’m just looking around.” 
 

Mr. Tony thought it was funny – even if Mom didn’t! In all of our laughter this summer, 

we know that God was surely laughing with us. 

 

 Jackson: I get to talk about Seeing… Not looking, but seeing. On our trip, we were able 

to look at a lot of God’s big world and it wasn’t so much that we looked at Plymouth Rock, the 

Eiffel Tower, all the beautiful land on the Camino, the Grand Canyon, and even Lake 

Greenwood, SC, but because of the way that we travelled we were able to see it in a different 

way. We were able to see God in it. On our trip we did so much seeing that it changed our lives. 

We saw everything from a massive storm rolling in from the top of the Tour Eiffel to the most 



brilliant rainbow following that storm. And it was interesting to observe how other people see. 

For example, we were walking through some farmlands on the Camino when Mr. Tony, our 

blind friend, said suddenly, “They’re bailing hay to our left.” We stopped, looked, and finally we 

saw in a distance a farmer bailing hay. Who really sees everything? Only God sees everything.  

We lay down on our sleeping bags one night by the Colorado River (with no tent, which 

Mom did NOT like) and looked up at the stars (and the bats, which mom did NOT like!) and 

thought – WOW – now that’s something to see. I thought about the fact that in Charlotte you 

cannot see THIS. And then to add to beauty of that moment, Dad read from Psalm 8: “O Lord 

our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth . . . When I see your heavens, the work of 

your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have established, what are human beings that you 

are mindful of them?” And in that moment I thought:  most people look; some people see, but 

only God sees everything. 

So do you look or do you see? 

 

 Amy: I get to talk about Singing… We sang our way through the summer – you’ve heard 

this morning two of the songs we sang in churches and cathedrals and on the trails of our 

journeys. Make a joyful noise unto the Lord (Psalm 100) - we did indeed. My favorite singing 

moment was actually on my birthday. It was our third day of walking the Camino, with about 30 

miles under our belt, our guide told us about a 12th century church that was beautiful, but a 

couple of miles off the Camino path in the middle of nowhere, Spain. She offered to drive us the 

few extra miles and then return us to pick up the Camino’s way. We agreed. We loved walking, 

but no need to take unnecessary steps when one has so many steps to take! There was a Spanish 

woman willing to give informal tours of the church, so our guide translated. Our small group had 



already heard us sing here and there along the way, and they requested that we sing in this 

church. So our guide asked the woman – even suggesting it would be a nice birthday present for 

me to get to sing in this church. Now up until this point, we were the only group inside. But now 

a crowd of 15-20 had gathered inside to look around. The Spanish woman got everyone’s 

attention and asked for silence as a song was sung. Everyone took a seat as if a concert was about 

to begin. The four of us looked at each other like – Oh no, this isn’t what we had in mind! But 

we went behind the altar area to the apse where the ancient stone building’s ceiling was dome 

shaped, and Bennett began – “Do not be afraid” – and we all came in – “Peace be still.” The 

sound of the harmonies hung in that space.2 When we finish they all applauded as if we were 

famous. And I noticed tears in the eyes of several people that I’m sure didn’t speak English. It 

was something about the music in that place that stirred their souls and there was no need for 

translation. And then I noticed tears in the eyes of our walking companions – none of whom was 

very religious. It was something about the music in that place that transcended belief. And I 

believe it was the best birthday I’ve ever had. 

 

Russ: Laughing. Seeing. Singing. These practices accompanied us, shortening every 

climb, deepening every moment. And though the vast majority of the nearly 18,000 miles we 

traveled was mechanically enhanced, if you asked me to characterize our summer, I might be 

tempted to say, “We walked.” 

Americans don’t walk anymore. Along El Camino de Santiago we walked with thousands 

of pilgrims. We engaged direct passersby, “Buen Camino” (which means something like, “have a 

good journey”), and had longer conversations with many. We met pilgrims from all over the 

                                                 
2 This is from a very short musical prayer that Russ wrote for our journey. We sang it throughout our summer, 
walking, riding, looking up at the stars on the bank of the Colorado River, in churches and cathedrals throughout our 
travels: “Do not be afraid. Peace be still. Peace, deep peace, be still.” 



world, but did not encounter another American. (Of course, there are American sojourners – 

that’s how we learned of this pilgrimage – but it is emblematic that we did not meet any.) We 

noted three years ago that there were no Americans on the hot and hard climb up the 9.5-mile 

Bright Angel Trail in the Grand Canyon. And apparently in the last three years Americans have 

lost no more weight and have gotten in no better shape, because Americans are still sparse on 

that dusty road. 

Our cities do not encourage pedestrian traffic. (Could you walk to your grocery store for 

this week’s needs, even if you wanted to?) Our diets of fast food, and faster fat, are hardly 

designed for walking feet. And our lifestyles are, on the one hand, too sedentary – we couldn’t 

unglue from the TV, the Wii, or the computer screen if we tried, and on the other hand, they are 

too frantic – walk? You must be kidding! I’m late… time to fly! 

No. We don’t walk. But we should. 

This summer the Deans walked. Not just 120 officially recorded miles, but we “walked,” 

metaphorically, all summer long. “Walked, in a relaxed manner.”3 Slowly. Deliberately. 

Intentionally. Methodically. Stopping to smell the roses… To eat the nettles and eels and 

octopus… Laughing at every turn. Singing into every destination. 

We need to learn to walk. It’s a very spiritual way to travel. 

 

When that young man found himself in the pigs’ pen, with a lustful eye to the pail of slop 

he had just fed the swine – and when, in a brief surge of sanity, he set his sights toward home – 

there were no planes, trains, or automobiles to take him. He set out walking. Jesus’ tale of the 

prodigal son is one of the best ever told. It has been mined for hidden gems across the disciplines 

– there is psychological truth and sociological truth, lessons for the family and for communities 
                                                 
3 One of the books Amy read during the summer was of the title: Walk in a Relaxed Manner. 



of every kind. But Jesus’ message was pointedly theological. Someone has said “Home is where 

they have to take you in.” I don’t like this definition. Prison, it seems to me, is where they have 

to take you in. Home is where they take you in – even when they don’t have to! 

Put yourself in the boy’s shoes, walk a mile in his sandals, for just a moment. Imagine 

what you are thinking with every step. Will my father take me in? He shouldn’t. Will he turn me 

away? Tell me he’s forgotten my name, cut all my pictures out of the family photos? That’s what 

he should do. But Jesus said that home is where they take you in even when you don’t deserve it. 

That gift of grace keeps coming up in Jesus’ teaching. 

Even when they don’t have to! 

The boy went away, with no obvious intention to return. But isn’t home, really, our only 

destination? No matter where we go, or why, no trip, whether pilgrimage or prodigal 

proclamation can ever be complete without returning, and in some way claiming home as our 

own, receiving the grace it has to offer. The cathedral of Santiago de Compostella was the most 

visible of our “destinations.” But the destination was really Santiago… de Charlotte – because, in 

truth, only now that we are back with you can we begin to know what it meant to go there. To be 

there. To have walked, together, in that setting. To have found what we were looking for, and 

more. To have experienced God in the journey. Anyone who wanders without returning… makes 

an incomplete journey. We all must reckon with who we are, where we’ve come from, why we 

left in the first place. We will never rest until we’ve come home. 

 

I suppose Jesus told his story for a lot of reasons, to convey all the truth that has been 

found in it. But his story reveals to us the very nature of God. God is not a father who could 

scratch our names from the family tree – no matter where we’ve been. Not the hard-hearted, or 



broken-hearted patriarch, who harbors his grudges, or who acts in so-called “tough love” to let us 

learn our lessons. Hardly. God is the warmth of an open-armed reception. A hearty “Welcome 

Home!” A celebration to beat all celebrations – especially when we deserve it not at all. God is 

found, where grace is offered. 

And that is home. 

When the Deans left here three months ago, we said, explicitly, that, like all pilgrims, we 

were setting out on our travels, not just for three exotic destinations, but in the hopes that along 

the way, step by step, we might find God. And we will testify to you that we did just that. But 

true pilgrimages are always filled with unexpected finds. In reading again the prodigal’s story 

I’ve found one more truth. It is this: as exciting as were our travels, as much as we did find God 

in the experience we have known, God will be most known to us, most evident, right here. In 

your welcome. Right here in this place we have come to call home. 

Thank you for sending us out. With your blessing. Thank you for welcoming us home. 

With your open arms. We can’t wait to meet you, again. In doing so, you will show us God. 

May it be so! 



The Park Road Pulpit 
  Sermons from Park Road Baptist Church  
      Russ and Amy Jacks Dean, Pastors 

Meeting You Again 
Isaiah 30.15; Luke 15.11-24 

Amy, Russ, Jackson, and Bennett Dean, August 30, 20091 
 

 It’s good to be home! In our 12 weeks away from you we have worshipped with other 

communities of faith. The music was inspiring and the sermons were compelling, but they were 

not you, and it simply wasn’t the same. Thank you for our time away. It was very good. There 

are no words to describe what we have experienced this summer. But we wanted to take part of 

this sermon time to share with you some of where we’ve been and what we’ve seen and what 

we’ve learned. 

Perhaps the most important thing about this summer was the time we spent – 

TOGETHER – the four of us. In writing our grant proposal to the Lilly Endowment, the first 

page of our 26-page document expressed our philosophy that in many ways our family has been 

in ministry together in this place – that we had given our family to this church, therefore, we 

hoped that our family would be the beneficiaries of this sabbatical time. We are so grateful to 

you for the time away, and we are so grateful to the Lilly Endowment for footing the bill! I know 

that our family has had the summer of a lifetime – not just in the exotic places we’ve been – but 

simply in the time that we have had together. Especially given the boys being at such formative 

stages of development, we know that this kind of time will not come to us again, and I can assure 

you that we did not squander one minute or one mile of it. 

Amy: We’ll try not to bore you with sermon illustrations, week after week after week, but 

we thought it would be inappropriate not to share a bit with you this morning. We’ve invited the 

                                                 
1 This was our first Sunday back in the pulpit after a three-month sabbatical, so the Dean family, who had shared the 
sabbatical time, also shared the preaching time. 



boys to join us so that we can, together, give you a whirl-wind look at our summer. It might be 

helpful to begin, just (as they say) by “doing the numbers.” 

Bennett: If you ask me what I did this summer, I’d have to say, in a word – I traveled! A 

lot! Mom and Dad began the summer on their motorcycle. Since there’s no room for Jackson and 

me on the Harley, they rumbled the first 300 miles on their own.  

Jackson: But from then on, it was the four of us together. Our first pilgrimage was to 

Plymouth, Massachusetts, and we went with my Grandparents in their van. Our car travel for the 

summer covered at least 3,288 miles. 

Amy: In nine separate airline flights we went about half way around the globe. 12,424 

miles to be exact. 

Jackson: Throughout Europe we used public transportation. And we think a conservative 

estimate of the mileage we covered in London and Paris and Madrid in that Double Decker bus 

and, under the streets in those European subways, and in three short, but heart-stopping cab rides 

through those busy streets (Bennett says all European drivers are) -- 

Bennett: CRAZY! 

Yes… in all of that public transit, we are sure we traveled at least 50 miles. 

Bennett: They’re CRAZY! 

 Jackson: The nicest digs we had during our travel were on a bus in Spain. Mom and Dad 

are too cheap to let us fly first class, but “Aunt Lilly” (as we came to call our grant money from 

the Lilly Endowment), Aunt Lilly did spring for First Class on that six-hour bus ride. With three 

other bus transfers, we saw at least 543 miles of terrain out those windows. 

 Amy: The fastest trip, on (and under) land was through the Chunnel; at over 100 miles 

per hour we covered the 250 miles from London to Paris quicker than even I could take a nap.  



 Russ: And the worst accommodations was aboard a romantic-sounding – not so romantic 

feeling – overnight train from Paris to Madrid. Had I known what I know now, I’d have changed 

my mind – but there wasn’t enough room to change your mind in that little cabin for four! (We 

all had to line up in the hallway just so each other could get in the bed.) And with a stop at least 

every half-hour all night long, I saw very little sleep in those 700 miles! 

Bennett: In Arizona, we saw 87 of the most beautiful miles you can imagine, as we rafted 

down the Colorado River into the Grand Canyon. And after hiking out of that big ditch once 

(that’s nine-and-a-half miles -- like, straight up!), we hiked back into another part of the canyon 

to visit the most remote town in the lower 48 states. This time we got smart and rode horses out – 

another eight rocky miles uphill. 

Jackson: In the Red Rock country of Sedona, we spent three hours in an inner tube, 

cooling off in the Verde River, and we covered the bumpiest fifteen miles of the summer in a 

Pink Jeep, bouncing across the back country. 

 Amy: But there’s no doubt how we covered the best of our summer miles. Our 

“Compostella,” that is, the official diploma, certifying our legitimacy as pilgrims on El Camino 

de Santiago, says we walked 111 Spanish kilometers, “a pie”: on foot. Add the rest of our hiking 

to the total, and we wore at least 120 miles off the soles of our boots. 

 Russ: And last but not least, if you count last week’s vacation mileage, the four of us 

being dragged behind our boat on Lake Greenwood on a ski, or on bare feet, or on that death 

trap, which is euphemistically called an inner tube, I’m sure you can add another 50 miles to the 

total,  bringing us to a grand summer tally of:  

ALL OF US: 17,838 miles. AND WE’RE GLAD TO BE HOME! 

 



 Russ: We’re not going to share a memory per mile this morning, but here are four brief 

reflections from across those miles. 

 BENNETT – I get to talk about Laughing... This summer my family and I laughed a lot. 

From Massachusetts to Europe and all the way to the Grand Canyon. There is one laugh I will 

never forget. We walked on the Camino with our friends Mr. Tony, who was blind, and Mrs. 

Kate. They were from England. From keeping hydrated we had to use the bathroom, a lot – or as 

I would say, “put out the fire” – if you know what I mean. So, Mom got to use the bathroom, 

aka, the woods first. While she was gone, Mr. Tony, the blind man, told a joke about a blind 

man. Just after I had started to tell him a blind joke of my own, Mom came back from the woods. 

The look on her face when she heard me telling Mr. Tony a blind joke . . . well, that wasn’t 

pretty! But we all got a good laugh about it. And that was only one of our many great laughs. 

So, do you want to hear my blind joke? 

A blind man walks into a store with his seeing- eye dog. He took the dog by the leash and started 
to sling the dog around his head. The store manager walks up and asked him, “What in the world 
are you doing?” The blind man responded, “I’m just looking around.” 
 

Mr. Tony thought it was funny – even if Mom didn’t! In all of our laughter this summer, 

we know that God was surely laughing with us. 

 

 Jackson: I get to talk about Seeing… Not looking, but seeing. On our trip, we were able 

to look at a lot of God’s big world and it wasn’t so much that we looked at Plymouth Rock, the 

Eiffel Tower, all the beautiful land on the Camino, the Grand Canyon, and even Lake 

Greenwood, SC, but because of the way that we travelled we were able to see it in a different 

way. We were able to see God in it. On our trip we did so much seeing that it changed our lives. 

We saw everything from a massive storm rolling in from the top of the Tour Eiffel to the most 



brilliant rainbow following that storm. And it was interesting to observe how other people see. 

For example, we were walking through some farmlands on the Camino when Mr. Tony, our 

blind friend, said suddenly, “They’re bailing hay to our left.” We stopped, looked, and finally we 

saw in a distance a farmer bailing hay. Who really sees everything? Only God sees everything.  

We lay down on our sleeping bags one night by the Colorado River (with no tent, which 

Mom did NOT like) and looked up at the stars (and the bats, which mom did NOT like!) and 

thought – WOW – now that’s something to see. I thought about the fact that in Charlotte you 

cannot see THIS. And then to add to beauty of that moment, Dad read from Psalm 8: “O Lord 

our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth . . . When I see your heavens, the work of 

your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have established, what are human beings that you 

are mindful of them?” And in that moment I thought:  most people look; some people see, but 

only God sees everything. 

So do you look or do you see? 

 

 Amy: I get to talk about Singing… We sang our way through the summer – you’ve heard 

this morning two of the songs we sang in churches and cathedrals and on the trails of our 

journeys. Make a joyful noise unto the Lord (Psalm 100) - we did indeed. My favorite singing 

moment was actually on my birthday. It was our third day of walking the Camino, with about 30 

miles under our belt, our guide told us about a 12th century church that was beautiful, but a 

couple of miles off the Camino path in the middle of nowhere, Spain. She offered to drive us the 

few extra miles and then return us to pick up the Camino’s way. We agreed. We loved walking, 

but no need to take unnecessary steps when one has so many steps to take! There was a Spanish 

woman willing to give informal tours of the church, so our guide translated. Our small group had 



already heard us sing here and there along the way, and they requested that we sing in this 

church. So our guide asked the woman – even suggesting it would be a nice birthday present for 

me to get to sing in this church. Now up until this point, we were the only group inside. But now 

a crowd of 15-20 had gathered inside to look around. The Spanish woman got everyone’s 

attention and asked for silence as a song was sung. Everyone took a seat as if a concert was about 

to begin. The four of us looked at each other like – Oh no, this isn’t what we had in mind! But 

we went behind the altar area to the apse where the ancient stone building’s ceiling was dome 

shaped, and Bennett began – “Do not be afraid” – and we all came in – “Peace be still.” The 

sound of the harmonies hung in that space.2 When we finish they all applauded as if we were 

famous. And I noticed tears in the eyes of several people that I’m sure didn’t speak English. It 

was something about the music in that place that stirred their souls and there was no need for 

translation. And then I noticed tears in the eyes of our walking companions – none of whom was 

very religious. It was something about the music in that place that transcended belief. And I 

believe it was the best birthday I’ve ever had. 

 

Russ: Laughing. Seeing. Singing. These practices accompanied us, shortening every 

climb, deepening every moment. And though the vast majority of the nearly 18,000 miles we 

traveled was mechanically enhanced, if you asked me to characterize our summer, I might be 

tempted to say, “We walked.” 

Americans don’t walk anymore. Along El Camino de Santiago we walked with thousands 

of pilgrims. We engaged direct passersby, “Buen Camino” (which means something like, “have a 

good journey”), and had longer conversations with many. We met pilgrims from all over the 

                                                 
2 This is from a very short musical prayer that Russ wrote for our journey. We sang it throughout our summer, 
walking, riding, looking up at the stars on the bank of the Colorado River, in churches and cathedrals throughout our 
travels: “Do not be afraid. Peace be still. Peace, deep peace, be still.” 



world, but did not encounter another American. (Of course, there are American sojourners – 

that’s how we learned of this pilgrimage – but it is emblematic that we did not meet any.) We 

noted three years ago that there were no Americans on the hot and hard climb up the 9.5-mile 

Bright Angel Trail in the Grand Canyon. And apparently in the last three years Americans have 

lost no more weight and have gotten in no better shape, because Americans are still sparse on 

that dusty road. 

Our cities do not encourage pedestrian traffic. (Could you walk to your grocery store for 

this week’s needs, even if you wanted to?) Our diets of fast food, and faster fat, are hardly 

designed for walking feet. And our lifestyles are, on the one hand, too sedentary – we couldn’t 

unglue from the TV, the Wii, or the computer screen if we tried, and on the other hand, they are 

too frantic – walk? You must be kidding! I’m late… time to fly! 

No. We don’t walk. But we should. 

This summer the Deans walked. Not just 120 officially recorded miles, but we “walked,” 

metaphorically, all summer long. “Walked, in a relaxed manner.”3 Slowly. Deliberately. 

Intentionally. Methodically. Stopping to smell the roses… To eat the nettles and eels and 

octopus… Laughing at every turn. Singing into every destination. 

We need to learn to walk. It’s a very spiritual way to travel. 

 

When that young man found himself in the pigs’ pen, with a lustful eye to the pail of slop 

he had just fed the swine – and when, in a brief surge of sanity, he set his sights toward home – 

there were no planes, trains, or automobiles to take him. He set out walking. Jesus’ tale of the 

prodigal son is one of the best ever told. It has been mined for hidden gems across the disciplines 

– there is psychological truth and sociological truth, lessons for the family and for communities 
                                                 
3 One of the books Amy read during the summer was of the title: Walk in a Relaxed Manner. 



of every kind. But Jesus’ message was pointedly theological. Someone has said “Home is where 

they have to take you in.” I don’t like this definition. Prison, it seems to me, is where they have 

to take you in. Home is where they take you in – even when they don’t have to! 

Put yourself in the boy’s shoes, walk a mile in his sandals, for just a moment. Imagine 

what you are thinking with every step. Will my father take me in? He shouldn’t. Will he turn me 

away? Tell me he’s forgotten my name, cut all my pictures out of the family photos? That’s what 

he should do. But Jesus said that home is where they take you in even when you don’t deserve it. 

That gift of grace keeps coming up in Jesus’ teaching. 

Even when they don’t have to! 

The boy went away, with no obvious intention to return. But isn’t home, really, our only 

destination? No matter where we go, or why, no trip, whether pilgrimage or prodigal 

proclamation can ever be complete without returning, and in some way claiming home as our 

own, receiving the grace it has to offer. The cathedral of Santiago de Compostella was the most 

visible of our “destinations.” But the destination was really Santiago… de Charlotte – because, in 

truth, only now that we are back with you can we begin to know what it meant to go there. To be 

there. To have walked, together, in that setting. To have found what we were looking for, and 

more. To have experienced God in the journey. Anyone who wanders without returning… makes 

an incomplete journey. We all must reckon with who we are, where we’ve come from, why we 

left in the first place. We will never rest until we’ve come home. 

 

I suppose Jesus told his story for a lot of reasons, to convey all the truth that has been 

found in it. But his story reveals to us the very nature of God. God is not a father who could 

scratch our names from the family tree – no matter where we’ve been. Not the hard-hearted, or 



broken-hearted patriarch, who harbors his grudges, or who acts in so-called “tough love” to let us 

learn our lessons. Hardly. God is the warmth of an open-armed reception. A hearty “Welcome 

Home!” A celebration to beat all celebrations – especially when we deserve it not at all. God is 

found, where grace is offered. 

And that is home. 

When the Deans left here three months ago, we said, explicitly, that, like all pilgrims, we 

were setting out on our travels, not just for three exotic destinations, but in the hopes that along 

the way, step by step, we might find God. And we will testify to you that we did just that. But 

true pilgrimages are always filled with unexpected finds. In reading again the prodigal’s story 

I’ve found one more truth. It is this: as exciting as were our travels, as much as we did find God 

in the experience we have known, God will be most known to us, most evident, right here. In 

your welcome. Right here in this place we have come to call home. 

Thank you for sending us out. With your blessing. Thank you for welcoming us home. 

With your open arms. We can’t wait to meet you, again. In doing so, you will show us God. 

May it be so! 



The Park Road Pulpit 
  Sermons from Park Road Baptist Church  
      Russ and Amy Jacks Dean, Pastors 

Meeting You Again 
Isaiah 30.15; Luke 15.11-24 

Amy, Russ, Jackson, and Bennett Dean, August 30, 20091 
 

 It’s good to be home! In our 12 weeks away from you we have worshipped with other 

communities of faith. The music was inspiring and the sermons were compelling, but they were 

not you, and it simply wasn’t the same. Thank you for our time away. It was very good. There 

are no words to describe what we have experienced this summer. But we wanted to take part of 

this sermon time to share with you some of where we’ve been and what we’ve seen and what 

we’ve learned. 

Perhaps the most important thing about this summer was the time we spent – 

TOGETHER – the four of us. In writing our grant proposal to the Lilly Endowment, the first 

page of our 26-page document expressed our philosophy that in many ways our family has been 

in ministry together in this place – that we had given our family to this church, therefore, we 

hoped that our family would be the beneficiaries of this sabbatical time. We are so grateful to 

you for the time away, and we are so grateful to the Lilly Endowment for footing the bill! I know 

that our family has had the summer of a lifetime – not just in the exotic places we’ve been – but 

simply in the time that we have had together. Especially given the boys being at such formative 

stages of development, we know that this kind of time will not come to us again, and I can assure 

you that we did not squander one minute or one mile of it. 

Amy: We’ll try not to bore you with sermon illustrations, week after week after week, but 

we thought it would be inappropriate not to share a bit with you this morning. We’ve invited the 

                                                 
1 This was our first Sunday back in the pulpit after a three-month sabbatical, so the Dean family, who had shared the 
sabbatical time, also shared the preaching time. 



boys to join us so that we can, together, give you a whirl-wind look at our summer. It might be 

helpful to begin, just (as they say) by “doing the numbers.” 

Bennett: If you ask me what I did this summer, I’d have to say, in a word – I traveled! A 

lot! Mom and Dad began the summer on their motorcycle. Since there’s no room for Jackson and 

me on the Harley, they rumbled the first 300 miles on their own.  

Jackson: But from then on, it was the four of us together. Our first pilgrimage was to 

Plymouth, Massachusetts, and we went with my Grandparents in their van. Our car travel for the 

summer covered at least 3,288 miles. 

Amy: In nine separate airline flights we went about half way around the globe. 12,424 

miles to be exact. 

Jackson: Throughout Europe we used public transportation. And we think a conservative 

estimate of the mileage we covered in London and Paris and Madrid in that Double Decker bus 

and, under the streets in those European subways, and in three short, but heart-stopping cab rides 

through those busy streets (Bennett says all European drivers are) -- 

Bennett: CRAZY! 

Yes… in all of that public transit, we are sure we traveled at least 50 miles. 

Bennett: They’re CRAZY! 

 Jackson: The nicest digs we had during our travel were on a bus in Spain. Mom and Dad 

are too cheap to let us fly first class, but “Aunt Lilly” (as we came to call our grant money from 

the Lilly Endowment), Aunt Lilly did spring for First Class on that six-hour bus ride. With three 

other bus transfers, we saw at least 543 miles of terrain out those windows. 

 Amy: The fastest trip, on (and under) land was through the Chunnel; at over 100 miles 

per hour we covered the 250 miles from London to Paris quicker than even I could take a nap.  



 Russ: And the worst accommodations was aboard a romantic-sounding – not so romantic 

feeling – overnight train from Paris to Madrid. Had I known what I know now, I’d have changed 

my mind – but there wasn’t enough room to change your mind in that little cabin for four! (We 

all had to line up in the hallway just so each other could get in the bed.) And with a stop at least 

every half-hour all night long, I saw very little sleep in those 700 miles! 

Bennett: In Arizona, we saw 87 of the most beautiful miles you can imagine, as we rafted 

down the Colorado River into the Grand Canyon. And after hiking out of that big ditch once 

(that’s nine-and-a-half miles -- like, straight up!), we hiked back into another part of the canyon 

to visit the most remote town in the lower 48 states. This time we got smart and rode horses out – 

another eight rocky miles uphill. 

Jackson: In the Red Rock country of Sedona, we spent three hours in an inner tube, 

cooling off in the Verde River, and we covered the bumpiest fifteen miles of the summer in a 

Pink Jeep, bouncing across the back country. 

 Amy: But there’s no doubt how we covered the best of our summer miles. Our 

“Compostella,” that is, the official diploma, certifying our legitimacy as pilgrims on El Camino 

de Santiago, says we walked 111 Spanish kilometers, “a pie”: on foot. Add the rest of our hiking 

to the total, and we wore at least 120 miles off the soles of our boots. 

 Russ: And last but not least, if you count last week’s vacation mileage, the four of us 

being dragged behind our boat on Lake Greenwood on a ski, or on bare feet, or on that death 

trap, which is euphemistically called an inner tube, I’m sure you can add another 50 miles to the 

total,  bringing us to a grand summer tally of:  

ALL OF US: 17,838 miles. AND WE’RE GLAD TO BE HOME! 

 



 Russ: We’re not going to share a memory per mile this morning, but here are four brief 

reflections from across those miles. 

 BENNETT – I get to talk about Laughing... This summer my family and I laughed a lot. 

From Massachusetts to Europe and all the way to the Grand Canyon. There is one laugh I will 

never forget. We walked on the Camino with our friends Mr. Tony, who was blind, and Mrs. 

Kate. They were from England. From keeping hydrated we had to use the bathroom, a lot – or as 

I would say, “put out the fire” – if you know what I mean. So, Mom got to use the bathroom, 

aka, the woods first. While she was gone, Mr. Tony, the blind man, told a joke about a blind 

man. Just after I had started to tell him a blind joke of my own, Mom came back from the woods. 

The look on her face when she heard me telling Mr. Tony a blind joke . . . well, that wasn’t 

pretty! But we all got a good laugh about it. And that was only one of our many great laughs. 

So, do you want to hear my blind joke? 

A blind man walks into a store with his seeing- eye dog. He took the dog by the leash and started 
to sling the dog around his head. The store manager walks up and asked him, “What in the world 
are you doing?” The blind man responded, “I’m just looking around.” 
 

Mr. Tony thought it was funny – even if Mom didn’t! In all of our laughter this summer, 

we know that God was surely laughing with us. 

 

 Jackson: I get to talk about Seeing… Not looking, but seeing. On our trip, we were able 

to look at a lot of God’s big world and it wasn’t so much that we looked at Plymouth Rock, the 

Eiffel Tower, all the beautiful land on the Camino, the Grand Canyon, and even Lake 

Greenwood, SC, but because of the way that we travelled we were able to see it in a different 

way. We were able to see God in it. On our trip we did so much seeing that it changed our lives. 

We saw everything from a massive storm rolling in from the top of the Tour Eiffel to the most 



brilliant rainbow following that storm. And it was interesting to observe how other people see. 

For example, we were walking through some farmlands on the Camino when Mr. Tony, our 

blind friend, said suddenly, “They’re bailing hay to our left.” We stopped, looked, and finally we 

saw in a distance a farmer bailing hay. Who really sees everything? Only God sees everything.  

We lay down on our sleeping bags one night by the Colorado River (with no tent, which 

Mom did NOT like) and looked up at the stars (and the bats, which mom did NOT like!) and 

thought – WOW – now that’s something to see. I thought about the fact that in Charlotte you 

cannot see THIS. And then to add to beauty of that moment, Dad read from Psalm 8: “O Lord 

our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth . . . When I see your heavens, the work of 

your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have established, what are human beings that you 

are mindful of them?” And in that moment I thought:  most people look; some people see, but 

only God sees everything. 

So do you look or do you see? 

 

 Amy: I get to talk about Singing… We sang our way through the summer – you’ve heard 

this morning two of the songs we sang in churches and cathedrals and on the trails of our 

journeys. Make a joyful noise unto the Lord (Psalm 100) - we did indeed. My favorite singing 

moment was actually on my birthday. It was our third day of walking the Camino, with about 30 

miles under our belt, our guide told us about a 12th century church that was beautiful, but a 

couple of miles off the Camino path in the middle of nowhere, Spain. She offered to drive us the 

few extra miles and then return us to pick up the Camino’s way. We agreed. We loved walking, 

but no need to take unnecessary steps when one has so many steps to take! There was a Spanish 

woman willing to give informal tours of the church, so our guide translated. Our small group had 



already heard us sing here and there along the way, and they requested that we sing in this 

church. So our guide asked the woman – even suggesting it would be a nice birthday present for 

me to get to sing in this church. Now up until this point, we were the only group inside. But now 

a crowd of 15-20 had gathered inside to look around. The Spanish woman got everyone’s 

attention and asked for silence as a song was sung. Everyone took a seat as if a concert was about 

to begin. The four of us looked at each other like – Oh no, this isn’t what we had in mind! But 

we went behind the altar area to the apse where the ancient stone building’s ceiling was dome 

shaped, and Bennett began – “Do not be afraid” – and we all came in – “Peace be still.” The 

sound of the harmonies hung in that space.2 When we finish they all applauded as if we were 

famous. And I noticed tears in the eyes of several people that I’m sure didn’t speak English. It 

was something about the music in that place that stirred their souls and there was no need for 

translation. And then I noticed tears in the eyes of our walking companions – none of whom was 

very religious. It was something about the music in that place that transcended belief. And I 

believe it was the best birthday I’ve ever had. 

 

Russ: Laughing. Seeing. Singing. These practices accompanied us, shortening every 

climb, deepening every moment. And though the vast majority of the nearly 18,000 miles we 

traveled was mechanically enhanced, if you asked me to characterize our summer, I might be 

tempted to say, “We walked.” 

Americans don’t walk anymore. Along El Camino de Santiago we walked with thousands 

of pilgrims. We engaged direct passersby, “Buen Camino” (which means something like, “have a 

good journey”), and had longer conversations with many. We met pilgrims from all over the 

                                                 
2 This is from a very short musical prayer that Russ wrote for our journey. We sang it throughout our summer, 
walking, riding, looking up at the stars on the bank of the Colorado River, in churches and cathedrals throughout our 
travels: “Do not be afraid. Peace be still. Peace, deep peace, be still.” 



world, but did not encounter another American. (Of course, there are American sojourners – 

that’s how we learned of this pilgrimage – but it is emblematic that we did not meet any.) We 

noted three years ago that there were no Americans on the hot and hard climb up the 9.5-mile 

Bright Angel Trail in the Grand Canyon. And apparently in the last three years Americans have 

lost no more weight and have gotten in no better shape, because Americans are still sparse on 

that dusty road. 

Our cities do not encourage pedestrian traffic. (Could you walk to your grocery store for 

this week’s needs, even if you wanted to?) Our diets of fast food, and faster fat, are hardly 

designed for walking feet. And our lifestyles are, on the one hand, too sedentary – we couldn’t 

unglue from the TV, the Wii, or the computer screen if we tried, and on the other hand, they are 

too frantic – walk? You must be kidding! I’m late… time to fly! 

No. We don’t walk. But we should. 

This summer the Deans walked. Not just 120 officially recorded miles, but we “walked,” 

metaphorically, all summer long. “Walked, in a relaxed manner.”3 Slowly. Deliberately. 

Intentionally. Methodically. Stopping to smell the roses… To eat the nettles and eels and 

octopus… Laughing at every turn. Singing into every destination. 

We need to learn to walk. It’s a very spiritual way to travel. 

 

When that young man found himself in the pigs’ pen, with a lustful eye to the pail of slop 

he had just fed the swine – and when, in a brief surge of sanity, he set his sights toward home – 

there were no planes, trains, or automobiles to take him. He set out walking. Jesus’ tale of the 

prodigal son is one of the best ever told. It has been mined for hidden gems across the disciplines 

– there is psychological truth and sociological truth, lessons for the family and for communities 
                                                 
3 One of the books Amy read during the summer was of the title: Walk in a Relaxed Manner. 



of every kind. But Jesus’ message was pointedly theological. Someone has said “Home is where 

they have to take you in.” I don’t like this definition. Prison, it seems to me, is where they have 

to take you in. Home is where they take you in – even when they don’t have to! 

Put yourself in the boy’s shoes, walk a mile in his sandals, for just a moment. Imagine 

what you are thinking with every step. Will my father take me in? He shouldn’t. Will he turn me 

away? Tell me he’s forgotten my name, cut all my pictures out of the family photos? That’s what 

he should do. But Jesus said that home is where they take you in even when you don’t deserve it. 

That gift of grace keeps coming up in Jesus’ teaching. 

Even when they don’t have to! 

The boy went away, with no obvious intention to return. But isn’t home, really, our only 

destination? No matter where we go, or why, no trip, whether pilgrimage or prodigal 

proclamation can ever be complete without returning, and in some way claiming home as our 

own, receiving the grace it has to offer. The cathedral of Santiago de Compostella was the most 

visible of our “destinations.” But the destination was really Santiago… de Charlotte – because, in 

truth, only now that we are back with you can we begin to know what it meant to go there. To be 

there. To have walked, together, in that setting. To have found what we were looking for, and 

more. To have experienced God in the journey. Anyone who wanders without returning… makes 

an incomplete journey. We all must reckon with who we are, where we’ve come from, why we 

left in the first place. We will never rest until we’ve come home. 

 

I suppose Jesus told his story for a lot of reasons, to convey all the truth that has been 

found in it. But his story reveals to us the very nature of God. God is not a father who could 

scratch our names from the family tree – no matter where we’ve been. Not the hard-hearted, or 



broken-hearted patriarch, who harbors his grudges, or who acts in so-called “tough love” to let us 

learn our lessons. Hardly. God is the warmth of an open-armed reception. A hearty “Welcome 

Home!” A celebration to beat all celebrations – especially when we deserve it not at all. God is 

found, where grace is offered. 

And that is home. 

When the Deans left here three months ago, we said, explicitly, that, like all pilgrims, we 

were setting out on our travels, not just for three exotic destinations, but in the hopes that along 

the way, step by step, we might find God. And we will testify to you that we did just that. But 

true pilgrimages are always filled with unexpected finds. In reading again the prodigal’s story 

I’ve found one more truth. It is this: as exciting as were our travels, as much as we did find God 

in the experience we have known, God will be most known to us, most evident, right here. In 

your welcome. Right here in this place we have come to call home. 

Thank you for sending us out. With your blessing. Thank you for welcoming us home. 

With your open arms. We can’t wait to meet you, again. In doing so, you will show us God. 

May it be so! 



The Park Road Pulpit 
  Sermons from Park Road Baptist Church  
      Russ and Amy Jacks Dean, Pastors 

Meeting You Again 
Isaiah 30.15; Luke 15.11-24 

Amy, Russ, Jackson, and Bennett Dean, August 30, 20091 
 

 It’s good to be home! In our 12 weeks away from you we have worshipped with other 

communities of faith. The music was inspiring and the sermons were compelling, but they were 

not you, and it simply wasn’t the same. Thank you for our time away. It was very good. There 

are no words to describe what we have experienced this summer. But we wanted to take part of 

this sermon time to share with you some of where we’ve been and what we’ve seen and what 

we’ve learned. 

Perhaps the most important thing about this summer was the time we spent – 

TOGETHER – the four of us. In writing our grant proposal to the Lilly Endowment, the first 

page of our 26-page document expressed our philosophy that in many ways our family has been 

in ministry together in this place – that we had given our family to this church, therefore, we 

hoped that our family would be the beneficiaries of this sabbatical time. We are so grateful to 

you for the time away, and we are so grateful to the Lilly Endowment for footing the bill! I know 

that our family has had the summer of a lifetime – not just in the exotic places we’ve been – but 

simply in the time that we have had together. Especially given the boys being at such formative 

stages of development, we know that this kind of time will not come to us again, and I can assure 

you that we did not squander one minute or one mile of it. 

Amy: We’ll try not to bore you with sermon illustrations, week after week after week, but 

we thought it would be inappropriate not to share a bit with you this morning. We’ve invited the 

                                                 
1 This was our first Sunday back in the pulpit after a three-month sabbatical, so the Dean family, who had shared the 
sabbatical time, also shared the preaching time. 



boys to join us so that we can, together, give you a whirl-wind look at our summer. It might be 

helpful to begin, just (as they say) by “doing the numbers.” 

Bennett: If you ask me what I did this summer, I’d have to say, in a word – I traveled! A 

lot! Mom and Dad began the summer on their motorcycle. Since there’s no room for Jackson and 

me on the Harley, they rumbled the first 300 miles on their own.  

Jackson: But from then on, it was the four of us together. Our first pilgrimage was to 

Plymouth, Massachusetts, and we went with my Grandparents in their van. Our car travel for the 

summer covered at least 3,288 miles. 

Amy: In nine separate airline flights we went about half way around the globe. 12,424 

miles to be exact. 

Jackson: Throughout Europe we used public transportation. And we think a conservative 

estimate of the mileage we covered in London and Paris and Madrid in that Double Decker bus 

and, under the streets in those European subways, and in three short, but heart-stopping cab rides 

through those busy streets (Bennett says all European drivers are) -- 

Bennett: CRAZY! 

Yes… in all of that public transit, we are sure we traveled at least 50 miles. 

Bennett: They’re CRAZY! 

 Jackson: The nicest digs we had during our travel were on a bus in Spain. Mom and Dad 

are too cheap to let us fly first class, but “Aunt Lilly” (as we came to call our grant money from 

the Lilly Endowment), Aunt Lilly did spring for First Class on that six-hour bus ride. With three 

other bus transfers, we saw at least 543 miles of terrain out those windows. 

 Amy: The fastest trip, on (and under) land was through the Chunnel; at over 100 miles 

per hour we covered the 250 miles from London to Paris quicker than even I could take a nap.  



 Russ: And the worst accommodations was aboard a romantic-sounding – not so romantic 

feeling – overnight train from Paris to Madrid. Had I known what I know now, I’d have changed 

my mind – but there wasn’t enough room to change your mind in that little cabin for four! (We 

all had to line up in the hallway just so each other could get in the bed.) And with a stop at least 

every half-hour all night long, I saw very little sleep in those 700 miles! 

Bennett: In Arizona, we saw 87 of the most beautiful miles you can imagine, as we rafted 

down the Colorado River into the Grand Canyon. And after hiking out of that big ditch once 

(that’s nine-and-a-half miles -- like, straight up!), we hiked back into another part of the canyon 

to visit the most remote town in the lower 48 states. This time we got smart and rode horses out – 

another eight rocky miles uphill. 

Jackson: In the Red Rock country of Sedona, we spent three hours in an inner tube, 

cooling off in the Verde River, and we covered the bumpiest fifteen miles of the summer in a 

Pink Jeep, bouncing across the back country. 

 Amy: But there’s no doubt how we covered the best of our summer miles. Our 

“Compostella,” that is, the official diploma, certifying our legitimacy as pilgrims on El Camino 

de Santiago, says we walked 111 Spanish kilometers, “a pie”: on foot. Add the rest of our hiking 

to the total, and we wore at least 120 miles off the soles of our boots. 

 Russ: And last but not least, if you count last week’s vacation mileage, the four of us 

being dragged behind our boat on Lake Greenwood on a ski, or on bare feet, or on that death 

trap, which is euphemistically called an inner tube, I’m sure you can add another 50 miles to the 

total,  bringing us to a grand summer tally of:  

ALL OF US: 17,838 miles. AND WE’RE GLAD TO BE HOME! 

 



 Russ: We’re not going to share a memory per mile this morning, but here are four brief 

reflections from across those miles. 

 BENNETT – I get to talk about Laughing... This summer my family and I laughed a lot. 

From Massachusetts to Europe and all the way to the Grand Canyon. There is one laugh I will 

never forget. We walked on the Camino with our friends Mr. Tony, who was blind, and Mrs. 

Kate. They were from England. From keeping hydrated we had to use the bathroom, a lot – or as 

I would say, “put out the fire” – if you know what I mean. So, Mom got to use the bathroom, 

aka, the woods first. While she was gone, Mr. Tony, the blind man, told a joke about a blind 

man. Just after I had started to tell him a blind joke of my own, Mom came back from the woods. 

The look on her face when she heard me telling Mr. Tony a blind joke . . . well, that wasn’t 

pretty! But we all got a good laugh about it. And that was only one of our many great laughs. 

So, do you want to hear my blind joke? 

A blind man walks into a store with his seeing- eye dog. He took the dog by the leash and started 
to sling the dog around his head. The store manager walks up and asked him, “What in the world 
are you doing?” The blind man responded, “I’m just looking around.” 
 

Mr. Tony thought it was funny – even if Mom didn’t! In all of our laughter this summer, 

we know that God was surely laughing with us. 

 

 Jackson: I get to talk about Seeing… Not looking, but seeing. On our trip, we were able 

to look at a lot of God’s big world and it wasn’t so much that we looked at Plymouth Rock, the 

Eiffel Tower, all the beautiful land on the Camino, the Grand Canyon, and even Lake 

Greenwood, SC, but because of the way that we travelled we were able to see it in a different 

way. We were able to see God in it. On our trip we did so much seeing that it changed our lives. 

We saw everything from a massive storm rolling in from the top of the Tour Eiffel to the most 



brilliant rainbow following that storm. And it was interesting to observe how other people see. 

For example, we were walking through some farmlands on the Camino when Mr. Tony, our 

blind friend, said suddenly, “They’re bailing hay to our left.” We stopped, looked, and finally we 

saw in a distance a farmer bailing hay. Who really sees everything? Only God sees everything.  

We lay down on our sleeping bags one night by the Colorado River (with no tent, which 

Mom did NOT like) and looked up at the stars (and the bats, which mom did NOT like!) and 

thought – WOW – now that’s something to see. I thought about the fact that in Charlotte you 

cannot see THIS. And then to add to beauty of that moment, Dad read from Psalm 8: “O Lord 

our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth . . . When I see your heavens, the work of 

your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have established, what are human beings that you 

are mindful of them?” And in that moment I thought:  most people look; some people see, but 

only God sees everything. 

So do you look or do you see? 

 

 Amy: I get to talk about Singing… We sang our way through the summer – you’ve heard 

this morning two of the songs we sang in churches and cathedrals and on the trails of our 

journeys. Make a joyful noise unto the Lord (Psalm 100) - we did indeed. My favorite singing 

moment was actually on my birthday. It was our third day of walking the Camino, with about 30 

miles under our belt, our guide told us about a 12th century church that was beautiful, but a 

couple of miles off the Camino path in the middle of nowhere, Spain. She offered to drive us the 

few extra miles and then return us to pick up the Camino’s way. We agreed. We loved walking, 

but no need to take unnecessary steps when one has so many steps to take! There was a Spanish 

woman willing to give informal tours of the church, so our guide translated. Our small group had 



already heard us sing here and there along the way, and they requested that we sing in this 

church. So our guide asked the woman – even suggesting it would be a nice birthday present for 

me to get to sing in this church. Now up until this point, we were the only group inside. But now 

a crowd of 15-20 had gathered inside to look around. The Spanish woman got everyone’s 

attention and asked for silence as a song was sung. Everyone took a seat as if a concert was about 

to begin. The four of us looked at each other like – Oh no, this isn’t what we had in mind! But 

we went behind the altar area to the apse where the ancient stone building’s ceiling was dome 

shaped, and Bennett began – “Do not be afraid” – and we all came in – “Peace be still.” The 

sound of the harmonies hung in that space.2 When we finish they all applauded as if we were 

famous. And I noticed tears in the eyes of several people that I’m sure didn’t speak English. It 

was something about the music in that place that stirred their souls and there was no need for 

translation. And then I noticed tears in the eyes of our walking companions – none of whom was 

very religious. It was something about the music in that place that transcended belief. And I 

believe it was the best birthday I’ve ever had. 

 

Russ: Laughing. Seeing. Singing. These practices accompanied us, shortening every 

climb, deepening every moment. And though the vast majority of the nearly 18,000 miles we 

traveled was mechanically enhanced, if you asked me to characterize our summer, I might be 

tempted to say, “We walked.” 

Americans don’t walk anymore. Along El Camino de Santiago we walked with thousands 

of pilgrims. We engaged direct passersby, “Buen Camino” (which means something like, “have a 

good journey”), and had longer conversations with many. We met pilgrims from all over the 

                                                 
2 This is from a very short musical prayer that Russ wrote for our journey. We sang it throughout our summer, 
walking, riding, looking up at the stars on the bank of the Colorado River, in churches and cathedrals throughout our 
travels: “Do not be afraid. Peace be still. Peace, deep peace, be still.” 



world, but did not encounter another American. (Of course, there are American sojourners – 

that’s how we learned of this pilgrimage – but it is emblematic that we did not meet any.) We 

noted three years ago that there were no Americans on the hot and hard climb up the 9.5-mile 

Bright Angel Trail in the Grand Canyon. And apparently in the last three years Americans have 

lost no more weight and have gotten in no better shape, because Americans are still sparse on 

that dusty road. 

Our cities do not encourage pedestrian traffic. (Could you walk to your grocery store for 

this week’s needs, even if you wanted to?) Our diets of fast food, and faster fat, are hardly 

designed for walking feet. And our lifestyles are, on the one hand, too sedentary – we couldn’t 

unglue from the TV, the Wii, or the computer screen if we tried, and on the other hand, they are 

too frantic – walk? You must be kidding! I’m late… time to fly! 

No. We don’t walk. But we should. 

This summer the Deans walked. Not just 120 officially recorded miles, but we “walked,” 

metaphorically, all summer long. “Walked, in a relaxed manner.”3 Slowly. Deliberately. 

Intentionally. Methodically. Stopping to smell the roses… To eat the nettles and eels and 

octopus… Laughing at every turn. Singing into every destination. 

We need to learn to walk. It’s a very spiritual way to travel. 

 

When that young man found himself in the pigs’ pen, with a lustful eye to the pail of slop 

he had just fed the swine – and when, in a brief surge of sanity, he set his sights toward home – 

there were no planes, trains, or automobiles to take him. He set out walking. Jesus’ tale of the 

prodigal son is one of the best ever told. It has been mined for hidden gems across the disciplines 

– there is psychological truth and sociological truth, lessons for the family and for communities 
                                                 
3 One of the books Amy read during the summer was of the title: Walk in a Relaxed Manner. 



of every kind. But Jesus’ message was pointedly theological. Someone has said “Home is where 

they have to take you in.” I don’t like this definition. Prison, it seems to me, is where they have 

to take you in. Home is where they take you in – even when they don’t have to! 

Put yourself in the boy’s shoes, walk a mile in his sandals, for just a moment. Imagine 

what you are thinking with every step. Will my father take me in? He shouldn’t. Will he turn me 

away? Tell me he’s forgotten my name, cut all my pictures out of the family photos? That’s what 

he should do. But Jesus said that home is where they take you in even when you don’t deserve it. 

That gift of grace keeps coming up in Jesus’ teaching. 

Even when they don’t have to! 

The boy went away, with no obvious intention to return. But isn’t home, really, our only 

destination? No matter where we go, or why, no trip, whether pilgrimage or prodigal 

proclamation can ever be complete without returning, and in some way claiming home as our 

own, receiving the grace it has to offer. The cathedral of Santiago de Compostella was the most 

visible of our “destinations.” But the destination was really Santiago… de Charlotte – because, in 

truth, only now that we are back with you can we begin to know what it meant to go there. To be 

there. To have walked, together, in that setting. To have found what we were looking for, and 

more. To have experienced God in the journey. Anyone who wanders without returning… makes 

an incomplete journey. We all must reckon with who we are, where we’ve come from, why we 

left in the first place. We will never rest until we’ve come home. 

 

I suppose Jesus told his story for a lot of reasons, to convey all the truth that has been 

found in it. But his story reveals to us the very nature of God. God is not a father who could 

scratch our names from the family tree – no matter where we’ve been. Not the hard-hearted, or 



broken-hearted patriarch, who harbors his grudges, or who acts in so-called “tough love” to let us 

learn our lessons. Hardly. God is the warmth of an open-armed reception. A hearty “Welcome 

Home!” A celebration to beat all celebrations – especially when we deserve it not at all. God is 

found, where grace is offered. 

And that is home. 

When the Deans left here three months ago, we said, explicitly, that, like all pilgrims, we 

were setting out on our travels, not just for three exotic destinations, but in the hopes that along 

the way, step by step, we might find God. And we will testify to you that we did just that. But 

true pilgrimages are always filled with unexpected finds. In reading again the prodigal’s story 

I’ve found one more truth. It is this: as exciting as were our travels, as much as we did find God 

in the experience we have known, God will be most known to us, most evident, right here. In 

your welcome. Right here in this place we have come to call home. 

Thank you for sending us out. With your blessing. Thank you for welcoming us home. 

With your open arms. We can’t wait to meet you, again. In doing so, you will show us God. 

May it be so! 



The Park Road Pulpit 
  Sermons from Park Road Baptist Church  
      Russ and Amy Jacks Dean, Pastors 

Meeting You Again 
Isaiah 30.15; Luke 15.11-24 

Amy, Russ, Jackson, and Bennett Dean, August 30, 20091 
 

 It’s good to be home! In our 12 weeks away from you we have worshipped with other 

communities of faith. The music was inspiring and the sermons were compelling, but they were 

not you, and it simply wasn’t the same. Thank you for our time away. It was very good. There 

are no words to describe what we have experienced this summer. But we wanted to take part of 

this sermon time to share with you some of where we’ve been and what we’ve seen and what 

we’ve learned. 

Perhaps the most important thing about this summer was the time we spent – 

TOGETHER – the four of us. In writing our grant proposal to the Lilly Endowment, the first 

page of our 26-page document expressed our philosophy that in many ways our family has been 

in ministry together in this place – that we had given our family to this church, therefore, we 

hoped that our family would be the beneficiaries of this sabbatical time. We are so grateful to 

you for the time away, and we are so grateful to the Lilly Endowment for footing the bill! I know 

that our family has had the summer of a lifetime – not just in the exotic places we’ve been – but 

simply in the time that we have had together. Especially given the boys being at such formative 

stages of development, we know that this kind of time will not come to us again, and I can assure 

you that we did not squander one minute or one mile of it. 

Amy: We’ll try not to bore you with sermon illustrations, week after week after week, but 

we thought it would be inappropriate not to share a bit with you this morning. We’ve invited the 

                                                 
1 This was our first Sunday back in the pulpit after a three-month sabbatical, so the Dean family, who had shared the 
sabbatical time, also shared the preaching time. 



boys to join us so that we can, together, give you a whirl-wind look at our summer. It might be 

helpful to begin, just (as they say) by “doing the numbers.” 

Bennett: If you ask me what I did this summer, I’d have to say, in a word – I traveled! A 

lot! Mom and Dad began the summer on their motorcycle. Since there’s no room for Jackson and 

me on the Harley, they rumbled the first 300 miles on their own.  

Jackson: But from then on, it was the four of us together. Our first pilgrimage was to 

Plymouth, Massachusetts, and we went with my Grandparents in their van. Our car travel for the 

summer covered at least 3,288 miles. 

Amy: In nine separate airline flights we went about half way around the globe. 12,424 

miles to be exact. 

Jackson: Throughout Europe we used public transportation. And we think a conservative 

estimate of the mileage we covered in London and Paris and Madrid in that Double Decker bus 

and, under the streets in those European subways, and in three short, but heart-stopping cab rides 

through those busy streets (Bennett says all European drivers are) -- 

Bennett: CRAZY! 

Yes… in all of that public transit, we are sure we traveled at least 50 miles. 

Bennett: They’re CRAZY! 

 Jackson: The nicest digs we had during our travel were on a bus in Spain. Mom and Dad 

are too cheap to let us fly first class, but “Aunt Lilly” (as we came to call our grant money from 

the Lilly Endowment), Aunt Lilly did spring for First Class on that six-hour bus ride. With three 

other bus transfers, we saw at least 543 miles of terrain out those windows. 

 Amy: The fastest trip, on (and under) land was through the Chunnel; at over 100 miles 

per hour we covered the 250 miles from London to Paris quicker than even I could take a nap.  



 Russ: And the worst accommodations was aboard a romantic-sounding – not so romantic 

feeling – overnight train from Paris to Madrid. Had I known what I know now, I’d have changed 

my mind – but there wasn’t enough room to change your mind in that little cabin for four! (We 

all had to line up in the hallway just so each other could get in the bed.) And with a stop at least 

every half-hour all night long, I saw very little sleep in those 700 miles! 

Bennett: In Arizona, we saw 87 of the most beautiful miles you can imagine, as we rafted 

down the Colorado River into the Grand Canyon. And after hiking out of that big ditch once 

(that’s nine-and-a-half miles -- like, straight up!), we hiked back into another part of the canyon 

to visit the most remote town in the lower 48 states. This time we got smart and rode horses out – 

another eight rocky miles uphill. 

Jackson: In the Red Rock country of Sedona, we spent three hours in an inner tube, 

cooling off in the Verde River, and we covered the bumpiest fifteen miles of the summer in a 

Pink Jeep, bouncing across the back country. 

 Amy: But there’s no doubt how we covered the best of our summer miles. Our 

“Compostella,” that is, the official diploma, certifying our legitimacy as pilgrims on El Camino 

de Santiago, says we walked 111 Spanish kilometers, “a pie”: on foot. Add the rest of our hiking 

to the total, and we wore at least 120 miles off the soles of our boots. 

 Russ: And last but not least, if you count last week’s vacation mileage, the four of us 

being dragged behind our boat on Lake Greenwood on a ski, or on bare feet, or on that death 

trap, which is euphemistically called an inner tube, I’m sure you can add another 50 miles to the 

total,  bringing us to a grand summer tally of:  

ALL OF US: 17,838 miles. AND WE’RE GLAD TO BE HOME! 

 



 Russ: We’re not going to share a memory per mile this morning, but here are four brief 

reflections from across those miles. 

 BENNETT – I get to talk about Laughing... This summer my family and I laughed a lot. 

From Massachusetts to Europe and all the way to the Grand Canyon. There is one laugh I will 

never forget. We walked on the Camino with our friends Mr. Tony, who was blind, and Mrs. 

Kate. They were from England. From keeping hydrated we had to use the bathroom, a lot – or as 

I would say, “put out the fire” – if you know what I mean. So, Mom got to use the bathroom, 

aka, the woods first. While she was gone, Mr. Tony, the blind man, told a joke about a blind 

man. Just after I had started to tell him a blind joke of my own, Mom came back from the woods. 

The look on her face when she heard me telling Mr. Tony a blind joke . . . well, that wasn’t 

pretty! But we all got a good laugh about it. And that was only one of our many great laughs. 

So, do you want to hear my blind joke? 

A blind man walks into a store with his seeing- eye dog. He took the dog by the leash and started 
to sling the dog around his head. The store manager walks up and asked him, “What in the world 
are you doing?” The blind man responded, “I’m just looking around.” 
 

Mr. Tony thought it was funny – even if Mom didn’t! In all of our laughter this summer, 

we know that God was surely laughing with us. 

 

 Jackson: I get to talk about Seeing… Not looking, but seeing. On our trip, we were able 

to look at a lot of God’s big world and it wasn’t so much that we looked at Plymouth Rock, the 

Eiffel Tower, all the beautiful land on the Camino, the Grand Canyon, and even Lake 

Greenwood, SC, but because of the way that we travelled we were able to see it in a different 

way. We were able to see God in it. On our trip we did so much seeing that it changed our lives. 

We saw everything from a massive storm rolling in from the top of the Tour Eiffel to the most 



brilliant rainbow following that storm. And it was interesting to observe how other people see. 

For example, we were walking through some farmlands on the Camino when Mr. Tony, our 

blind friend, said suddenly, “They’re bailing hay to our left.” We stopped, looked, and finally we 

saw in a distance a farmer bailing hay. Who really sees everything? Only God sees everything.  

We lay down on our sleeping bags one night by the Colorado River (with no tent, which 

Mom did NOT like) and looked up at the stars (and the bats, which mom did NOT like!) and 

thought – WOW – now that’s something to see. I thought about the fact that in Charlotte you 

cannot see THIS. And then to add to beauty of that moment, Dad read from Psalm 8: “O Lord 

our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth . . . When I see your heavens, the work of 

your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have established, what are human beings that you 

are mindful of them?” And in that moment I thought:  most people look; some people see, but 

only God sees everything. 

So do you look or do you see? 

 

 Amy: I get to talk about Singing… We sang our way through the summer – you’ve heard 

this morning two of the songs we sang in churches and cathedrals and on the trails of our 

journeys. Make a joyful noise unto the Lord (Psalm 100) - we did indeed. My favorite singing 

moment was actually on my birthday. It was our third day of walking the Camino, with about 30 

miles under our belt, our guide told us about a 12th century church that was beautiful, but a 

couple of miles off the Camino path in the middle of nowhere, Spain. She offered to drive us the 

few extra miles and then return us to pick up the Camino’s way. We agreed. We loved walking, 

but no need to take unnecessary steps when one has so many steps to take! There was a Spanish 

woman willing to give informal tours of the church, so our guide translated. Our small group had 



already heard us sing here and there along the way, and they requested that we sing in this 

church. So our guide asked the woman – even suggesting it would be a nice birthday present for 

me to get to sing in this church. Now up until this point, we were the only group inside. But now 

a crowd of 15-20 had gathered inside to look around. The Spanish woman got everyone’s 

attention and asked for silence as a song was sung. Everyone took a seat as if a concert was about 

to begin. The four of us looked at each other like – Oh no, this isn’t what we had in mind! But 

we went behind the altar area to the apse where the ancient stone building’s ceiling was dome 

shaped, and Bennett began – “Do not be afraid” – and we all came in – “Peace be still.” The 

sound of the harmonies hung in that space.2 When we finish they all applauded as if we were 

famous. And I noticed tears in the eyes of several people that I’m sure didn’t speak English. It 

was something about the music in that place that stirred their souls and there was no need for 

translation. And then I noticed tears in the eyes of our walking companions – none of whom was 

very religious. It was something about the music in that place that transcended belief. And I 

believe it was the best birthday I’ve ever had. 

 

Russ: Laughing. Seeing. Singing. These practices accompanied us, shortening every 

climb, deepening every moment. And though the vast majority of the nearly 18,000 miles we 

traveled was mechanically enhanced, if you asked me to characterize our summer, I might be 

tempted to say, “We walked.” 

Americans don’t walk anymore. Along El Camino de Santiago we walked with thousands 

of pilgrims. We engaged direct passersby, “Buen Camino” (which means something like, “have a 

good journey”), and had longer conversations with many. We met pilgrims from all over the 

                                                 
2 This is from a very short musical prayer that Russ wrote for our journey. We sang it throughout our summer, 
walking, riding, looking up at the stars on the bank of the Colorado River, in churches and cathedrals throughout our 
travels: “Do not be afraid. Peace be still. Peace, deep peace, be still.” 



world, but did not encounter another American. (Of course, there are American sojourners – 

that’s how we learned of this pilgrimage – but it is emblematic that we did not meet any.) We 

noted three years ago that there were no Americans on the hot and hard climb up the 9.5-mile 

Bright Angel Trail in the Grand Canyon. And apparently in the last three years Americans have 

lost no more weight and have gotten in no better shape, because Americans are still sparse on 

that dusty road. 

Our cities do not encourage pedestrian traffic. (Could you walk to your grocery store for 

this week’s needs, even if you wanted to?) Our diets of fast food, and faster fat, are hardly 

designed for walking feet. And our lifestyles are, on the one hand, too sedentary – we couldn’t 

unglue from the TV, the Wii, or the computer screen if we tried, and on the other hand, they are 

too frantic – walk? You must be kidding! I’m late… time to fly! 

No. We don’t walk. But we should. 

This summer the Deans walked. Not just 120 officially recorded miles, but we “walked,” 

metaphorically, all summer long. “Walked, in a relaxed manner.”3 Slowly. Deliberately. 

Intentionally. Methodically. Stopping to smell the roses… To eat the nettles and eels and 

octopus… Laughing at every turn. Singing into every destination. 

We need to learn to walk. It’s a very spiritual way to travel. 

 

When that young man found himself in the pigs’ pen, with a lustful eye to the pail of slop 

he had just fed the swine – and when, in a brief surge of sanity, he set his sights toward home – 

there were no planes, trains, or automobiles to take him. He set out walking. Jesus’ tale of the 

prodigal son is one of the best ever told. It has been mined for hidden gems across the disciplines 

– there is psychological truth and sociological truth, lessons for the family and for communities 
                                                 
3 One of the books Amy read during the summer was of the title: Walk in a Relaxed Manner. 



of every kind. But Jesus’ message was pointedly theological. Someone has said “Home is where 

they have to take you in.” I don’t like this definition. Prison, it seems to me, is where they have 

to take you in. Home is where they take you in – even when they don’t have to! 

Put yourself in the boy’s shoes, walk a mile in his sandals, for just a moment. Imagine 

what you are thinking with every step. Will my father take me in? He shouldn’t. Will he turn me 

away? Tell me he’s forgotten my name, cut all my pictures out of the family photos? That’s what 

he should do. But Jesus said that home is where they take you in even when you don’t deserve it. 

That gift of grace keeps coming up in Jesus’ teaching. 

Even when they don’t have to! 

The boy went away, with no obvious intention to return. But isn’t home, really, our only 

destination? No matter where we go, or why, no trip, whether pilgrimage or prodigal 

proclamation can ever be complete without returning, and in some way claiming home as our 

own, receiving the grace it has to offer. The cathedral of Santiago de Compostella was the most 

visible of our “destinations.” But the destination was really Santiago… de Charlotte – because, in 

truth, only now that we are back with you can we begin to know what it meant to go there. To be 

there. To have walked, together, in that setting. To have found what we were looking for, and 

more. To have experienced God in the journey. Anyone who wanders without returning… makes 

an incomplete journey. We all must reckon with who we are, where we’ve come from, why we 

left in the first place. We will never rest until we’ve come home. 

 

I suppose Jesus told his story for a lot of reasons, to convey all the truth that has been 

found in it. But his story reveals to us the very nature of God. God is not a father who could 

scratch our names from the family tree – no matter where we’ve been. Not the hard-hearted, or 



broken-hearted patriarch, who harbors his grudges, or who acts in so-called “tough love” to let us 

learn our lessons. Hardly. God is the warmth of an open-armed reception. A hearty “Welcome 

Home!” A celebration to beat all celebrations – especially when we deserve it not at all. God is 

found, where grace is offered. 

And that is home. 

When the Deans left here three months ago, we said, explicitly, that, like all pilgrims, we 

were setting out on our travels, not just for three exotic destinations, but in the hopes that along 

the way, step by step, we might find God. And we will testify to you that we did just that. But 

true pilgrimages are always filled with unexpected finds. In reading again the prodigal’s story 

I’ve found one more truth. It is this: as exciting as were our travels, as much as we did find God 

in the experience we have known, God will be most known to us, most evident, right here. In 

your welcome. Right here in this place we have come to call home. 

Thank you for sending us out. With your blessing. Thank you for welcoming us home. 

With your open arms. We can’t wait to meet you, again. In doing so, you will show us God. 

May it be so! 



The Park Road Pulpit 
  Sermons from Park Road Baptist Church  
      Russ and Amy Jacks Dean, Pastors 

Meeting You Again 
Isaiah 30.15; Luke 15.11-24 

Amy, Russ, Jackson, and Bennett Dean, August 30, 20091 
 

 It’s good to be home! In our 12 weeks away from you we have worshipped with other 

communities of faith. The music was inspiring and the sermons were compelling, but they were 

not you, and it simply wasn’t the same. Thank you for our time away. It was very good. There 

are no words to describe what we have experienced this summer. But we wanted to take part of 

this sermon time to share with you some of where we’ve been and what we’ve seen and what 

we’ve learned. 

Perhaps the most important thing about this summer was the time we spent – 

TOGETHER – the four of us. In writing our grant proposal to the Lilly Endowment, the first 

page of our 26-page document expressed our philosophy that in many ways our family has been 

in ministry together in this place – that we had given our family to this church, therefore, we 

hoped that our family would be the beneficiaries of this sabbatical time. We are so grateful to 

you for the time away, and we are so grateful to the Lilly Endowment for footing the bill! I know 

that our family has had the summer of a lifetime – not just in the exotic places we’ve been – but 

simply in the time that we have had together. Especially given the boys being at such formative 

stages of development, we know that this kind of time will not come to us again, and I can assure 

you that we did not squander one minute or one mile of it. 

Amy: We’ll try not to bore you with sermon illustrations, week after week after week, but 

we thought it would be inappropriate not to share a bit with you this morning. We’ve invited the 

                                                 
1 This was our first Sunday back in the pulpit after a three-month sabbatical, so the Dean family, who had shared the 
sabbatical time, also shared the preaching time. 



boys to join us so that we can, together, give you a whirl-wind look at our summer. It might be 

helpful to begin, just (as they say) by “doing the numbers.” 

Bennett: If you ask me what I did this summer, I’d have to say, in a word – I traveled! A 

lot! Mom and Dad began the summer on their motorcycle. Since there’s no room for Jackson and 

me on the Harley, they rumbled the first 300 miles on their own.  

Jackson: But from then on, it was the four of us together. Our first pilgrimage was to 

Plymouth, Massachusetts, and we went with my Grandparents in their van. Our car travel for the 

summer covered at least 3,288 miles. 

Amy: In nine separate airline flights we went about half way around the globe. 12,424 

miles to be exact. 

Jackson: Throughout Europe we used public transportation. And we think a conservative 

estimate of the mileage we covered in London and Paris and Madrid in that Double Decker bus 

and, under the streets in those European subways, and in three short, but heart-stopping cab rides 

through those busy streets (Bennett says all European drivers are) -- 

Bennett: CRAZY! 

Yes… in all of that public transit, we are sure we traveled at least 50 miles. 

Bennett: They’re CRAZY! 

 Jackson: The nicest digs we had during our travel were on a bus in Spain. Mom and Dad 

are too cheap to let us fly first class, but “Aunt Lilly” (as we came to call our grant money from 

the Lilly Endowment), Aunt Lilly did spring for First Class on that six-hour bus ride. With three 

other bus transfers, we saw at least 543 miles of terrain out those windows. 

 Amy: The fastest trip, on (and under) land was through the Chunnel; at over 100 miles 

per hour we covered the 250 miles from London to Paris quicker than even I could take a nap.  



 Russ: And the worst accommodations was aboard a romantic-sounding – not so romantic 

feeling – overnight train from Paris to Madrid. Had I known what I know now, I’d have changed 

my mind – but there wasn’t enough room to change your mind in that little cabin for four! (We 

all had to line up in the hallway just so each other could get in the bed.) And with a stop at least 

every half-hour all night long, I saw very little sleep in those 700 miles! 

Bennett: In Arizona, we saw 87 of the most beautiful miles you can imagine, as we rafted 

down the Colorado River into the Grand Canyon. And after hiking out of that big ditch once 

(that’s nine-and-a-half miles -- like, straight up!), we hiked back into another part of the canyon 

to visit the most remote town in the lower 48 states. This time we got smart and rode horses out – 

another eight rocky miles uphill. 

Jackson: In the Red Rock country of Sedona, we spent three hours in an inner tube, 

cooling off in the Verde River, and we covered the bumpiest fifteen miles of the summer in a 

Pink Jeep, bouncing across the back country. 

 Amy: But there’s no doubt how we covered the best of our summer miles. Our 

“Compostella,” that is, the official diploma, certifying our legitimacy as pilgrims on El Camino 

de Santiago, says we walked 111 Spanish kilometers, “a pie”: on foot. Add the rest of our hiking 

to the total, and we wore at least 120 miles off the soles of our boots. 

 Russ: And last but not least, if you count last week’s vacation mileage, the four of us 

being dragged behind our boat on Lake Greenwood on a ski, or on bare feet, or on that death 

trap, which is euphemistically called an inner tube, I’m sure you can add another 50 miles to the 

total,  bringing us to a grand summer tally of:  

ALL OF US: 17,838 miles. AND WE’RE GLAD TO BE HOME! 

 



 Russ: We’re not going to share a memory per mile this morning, but here are four brief 

reflections from across those miles. 

 BENNETT – I get to talk about Laughing... This summer my family and I laughed a lot. 

From Massachusetts to Europe and all the way to the Grand Canyon. There is one laugh I will 

never forget. We walked on the Camino with our friends Mr. Tony, who was blind, and Mrs. 

Kate. They were from England. From keeping hydrated we had to use the bathroom, a lot – or as 

I would say, “put out the fire” – if you know what I mean. So, Mom got to use the bathroom, 

aka, the woods first. While she was gone, Mr. Tony, the blind man, told a joke about a blind 

man. Just after I had started to tell him a blind joke of my own, Mom came back from the woods. 

The look on her face when she heard me telling Mr. Tony a blind joke . . . well, that wasn’t 

pretty! But we all got a good laugh about it. And that was only one of our many great laughs. 

So, do you want to hear my blind joke? 

A blind man walks into a store with his seeing- eye dog. He took the dog by the leash and started 
to sling the dog around his head. The store manager walks up and asked him, “What in the world 
are you doing?” The blind man responded, “I’m just looking around.” 
 

Mr. Tony thought it was funny – even if Mom didn’t! In all of our laughter this summer, 

we know that God was surely laughing with us. 

 

 Jackson: I get to talk about Seeing… Not looking, but seeing. On our trip, we were able 

to look at a lot of God’s big world and it wasn’t so much that we looked at Plymouth Rock, the 

Eiffel Tower, all the beautiful land on the Camino, the Grand Canyon, and even Lake 

Greenwood, SC, but because of the way that we travelled we were able to see it in a different 

way. We were able to see God in it. On our trip we did so much seeing that it changed our lives. 

We saw everything from a massive storm rolling in from the top of the Tour Eiffel to the most 



brilliant rainbow following that storm. And it was interesting to observe how other people see. 

For example, we were walking through some farmlands on the Camino when Mr. Tony, our 

blind friend, said suddenly, “They’re bailing hay to our left.” We stopped, looked, and finally we 

saw in a distance a farmer bailing hay. Who really sees everything? Only God sees everything.  

We lay down on our sleeping bags one night by the Colorado River (with no tent, which 

Mom did NOT like) and looked up at the stars (and the bats, which mom did NOT like!) and 

thought – WOW – now that’s something to see. I thought about the fact that in Charlotte you 

cannot see THIS. And then to add to beauty of that moment, Dad read from Psalm 8: “O Lord 

our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth . . . When I see your heavens, the work of 

your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have established, what are human beings that you 

are mindful of them?” And in that moment I thought:  most people look; some people see, but 

only God sees everything. 

So do you look or do you see? 

 

 Amy: I get to talk about Singing… We sang our way through the summer – you’ve heard 

this morning two of the songs we sang in churches and cathedrals and on the trails of our 

journeys. Make a joyful noise unto the Lord (Psalm 100) - we did indeed. My favorite singing 

moment was actually on my birthday. It was our third day of walking the Camino, with about 30 

miles under our belt, our guide told us about a 12th century church that was beautiful, but a 

couple of miles off the Camino path in the middle of nowhere, Spain. She offered to drive us the 

few extra miles and then return us to pick up the Camino’s way. We agreed. We loved walking, 

but no need to take unnecessary steps when one has so many steps to take! There was a Spanish 

woman willing to give informal tours of the church, so our guide translated. Our small group had 



already heard us sing here and there along the way, and they requested that we sing in this 

church. So our guide asked the woman – even suggesting it would be a nice birthday present for 

me to get to sing in this church. Now up until this point, we were the only group inside. But now 

a crowd of 15-20 had gathered inside to look around. The Spanish woman got everyone’s 

attention and asked for silence as a song was sung. Everyone took a seat as if a concert was about 

to begin. The four of us looked at each other like – Oh no, this isn’t what we had in mind! But 

we went behind the altar area to the apse where the ancient stone building’s ceiling was dome 

shaped, and Bennett began – “Do not be afraid” – and we all came in – “Peace be still.” The 

sound of the harmonies hung in that space.2 When we finish they all applauded as if we were 

famous. And I noticed tears in the eyes of several people that I’m sure didn’t speak English. It 

was something about the music in that place that stirred their souls and there was no need for 

translation. And then I noticed tears in the eyes of our walking companions – none of whom was 

very religious. It was something about the music in that place that transcended belief. And I 

believe it was the best birthday I’ve ever had. 

 

Russ: Laughing. Seeing. Singing. These practices accompanied us, shortening every 

climb, deepening every moment. And though the vast majority of the nearly 18,000 miles we 

traveled was mechanically enhanced, if you asked me to characterize our summer, I might be 

tempted to say, “We walked.” 

Americans don’t walk anymore. Along El Camino de Santiago we walked with thousands 

of pilgrims. We engaged direct passersby, “Buen Camino” (which means something like, “have a 

good journey”), and had longer conversations with many. We met pilgrims from all over the 

                                                 
2 This is from a very short musical prayer that Russ wrote for our journey. We sang it throughout our summer, 
walking, riding, looking up at the stars on the bank of the Colorado River, in churches and cathedrals throughout our 
travels: “Do not be afraid. Peace be still. Peace, deep peace, be still.” 



world, but did not encounter another American. (Of course, there are American sojourners – 

that’s how we learned of this pilgrimage – but it is emblematic that we did not meet any.) We 

noted three years ago that there were no Americans on the hot and hard climb up the 9.5-mile 

Bright Angel Trail in the Grand Canyon. And apparently in the last three years Americans have 

lost no more weight and have gotten in no better shape, because Americans are still sparse on 

that dusty road. 

Our cities do not encourage pedestrian traffic. (Could you walk to your grocery store for 

this week’s needs, even if you wanted to?) Our diets of fast food, and faster fat, are hardly 

designed for walking feet. And our lifestyles are, on the one hand, too sedentary – we couldn’t 

unglue from the TV, the Wii, or the computer screen if we tried, and on the other hand, they are 

too frantic – walk? You must be kidding! I’m late… time to fly! 

No. We don’t walk. But we should. 

This summer the Deans walked. Not just 120 officially recorded miles, but we “walked,” 

metaphorically, all summer long. “Walked, in a relaxed manner.”3 Slowly. Deliberately. 

Intentionally. Methodically. Stopping to smell the roses… To eat the nettles and eels and 

octopus… Laughing at every turn. Singing into every destination. 

We need to learn to walk. It’s a very spiritual way to travel. 

 

When that young man found himself in the pigs’ pen, with a lustful eye to the pail of slop 

he had just fed the swine – and when, in a brief surge of sanity, he set his sights toward home – 

there were no planes, trains, or automobiles to take him. He set out walking. Jesus’ tale of the 

prodigal son is one of the best ever told. It has been mined for hidden gems across the disciplines 

– there is psychological truth and sociological truth, lessons for the family and for communities 
                                                 
3 One of the books Amy read during the summer was of the title: Walk in a Relaxed Manner. 



of every kind. But Jesus’ message was pointedly theological. Someone has said “Home is where 

they have to take you in.” I don’t like this definition. Prison, it seems to me, is where they have 

to take you in. Home is where they take you in – even when they don’t have to! 

Put yourself in the boy’s shoes, walk a mile in his sandals, for just a moment. Imagine 

what you are thinking with every step. Will my father take me in? He shouldn’t. Will he turn me 

away? Tell me he’s forgotten my name, cut all my pictures out of the family photos? That’s what 

he should do. But Jesus said that home is where they take you in even when you don’t deserve it. 

That gift of grace keeps coming up in Jesus’ teaching. 

Even when they don’t have to! 

The boy went away, with no obvious intention to return. But isn’t home, really, our only 

destination? No matter where we go, or why, no trip, whether pilgrimage or prodigal 

proclamation can ever be complete without returning, and in some way claiming home as our 

own, receiving the grace it has to offer. The cathedral of Santiago de Compostella was the most 

visible of our “destinations.” But the destination was really Santiago… de Charlotte – because, in 

truth, only now that we are back with you can we begin to know what it meant to go there. To be 

there. To have walked, together, in that setting. To have found what we were looking for, and 

more. To have experienced God in the journey. Anyone who wanders without returning… makes 

an incomplete journey. We all must reckon with who we are, where we’ve come from, why we 

left in the first place. We will never rest until we’ve come home. 

 

I suppose Jesus told his story for a lot of reasons, to convey all the truth that has been 

found in it. But his story reveals to us the very nature of God. God is not a father who could 

scratch our names from the family tree – no matter where we’ve been. Not the hard-hearted, or 



broken-hearted patriarch, who harbors his grudges, or who acts in so-called “tough love” to let us 

learn our lessons. Hardly. God is the warmth of an open-armed reception. A hearty “Welcome 

Home!” A celebration to beat all celebrations – especially when we deserve it not at all. God is 

found, where grace is offered. 

And that is home. 

When the Deans left here three months ago, we said, explicitly, that, like all pilgrims, we 

were setting out on our travels, not just for three exotic destinations, but in the hopes that along 

the way, step by step, we might find God. And we will testify to you that we did just that. But 

true pilgrimages are always filled with unexpected finds. In reading again the prodigal’s story 

I’ve found one more truth. It is this: as exciting as were our travels, as much as we did find God 

in the experience we have known, God will be most known to us, most evident, right here. In 

your welcome. Right here in this place we have come to call home. 

Thank you for sending us out. With your blessing. Thank you for welcoming us home. 

With your open arms. We can’t wait to meet you, again. In doing so, you will show us God. 

May it be so! 



The Park Road Pulpit 
  Sermons from Park Road Baptist Church  
      Russ and Amy Jacks Dean, Pastors 

Meeting You Again 
Isaiah 30.15; Luke 15.11-24 

Amy, Russ, Jackson, and Bennett Dean, August 30, 20091 
 

 It’s good to be home! In our 12 weeks away from you we have worshipped with other 

communities of faith. The music was inspiring and the sermons were compelling, but they were 

not you, and it simply wasn’t the same. Thank you for our time away. It was very good. There 

are no words to describe what we have experienced this summer. But we wanted to take part of 

this sermon time to share with you some of where we’ve been and what we’ve seen and what 

we’ve learned. 

Perhaps the most important thing about this summer was the time we spent – 

TOGETHER – the four of us. In writing our grant proposal to the Lilly Endowment, the first 

page of our 26-page document expressed our philosophy that in many ways our family has been 

in ministry together in this place – that we had given our family to this church, therefore, we 

hoped that our family would be the beneficiaries of this sabbatical time. We are so grateful to 

you for the time away, and we are so grateful to the Lilly Endowment for footing the bill! I know 

that our family has had the summer of a lifetime – not just in the exotic places we’ve been – but 

simply in the time that we have had together. Especially given the boys being at such formative 

stages of development, we know that this kind of time will not come to us again, and I can assure 

you that we did not squander one minute or one mile of it. 

Amy: We’ll try not to bore you with sermon illustrations, week after week after week, but 

we thought it would be inappropriate not to share a bit with you this morning. We’ve invited the 

                                                 
1 This was our first Sunday back in the pulpit after a three-month sabbatical, so the Dean family, who had shared the 
sabbatical time, also shared the preaching time. 



boys to join us so that we can, together, give you a whirl-wind look at our summer. It might be 

helpful to begin, just (as they say) by “doing the numbers.” 

Bennett: If you ask me what I did this summer, I’d have to say, in a word – I traveled! A 

lot! Mom and Dad began the summer on their motorcycle. Since there’s no room for Jackson and 

me on the Harley, they rumbled the first 300 miles on their own.  

Jackson: But from then on, it was the four of us together. Our first pilgrimage was to 

Plymouth, Massachusetts, and we went with my Grandparents in their van. Our car travel for the 

summer covered at least 3,288 miles. 

Amy: In nine separate airline flights we went about half way around the globe. 12,424 

miles to be exact. 

Jackson: Throughout Europe we used public transportation. And we think a conservative 

estimate of the mileage we covered in London and Paris and Madrid in that Double Decker bus 

and, under the streets in those European subways, and in three short, but heart-stopping cab rides 

through those busy streets (Bennett says all European drivers are) -- 

Bennett: CRAZY! 

Yes… in all of that public transit, we are sure we traveled at least 50 miles. 

Bennett: They’re CRAZY! 

 Jackson: The nicest digs we had during our travel were on a bus in Spain. Mom and Dad 

are too cheap to let us fly first class, but “Aunt Lilly” (as we came to call our grant money from 

the Lilly Endowment), Aunt Lilly did spring for First Class on that six-hour bus ride. With three 

other bus transfers, we saw at least 543 miles of terrain out those windows. 

 Amy: The fastest trip, on (and under) land was through the Chunnel; at over 100 miles 

per hour we covered the 250 miles from London to Paris quicker than even I could take a nap.  



 Russ: And the worst accommodations was aboard a romantic-sounding – not so romantic 

feeling – overnight train from Paris to Madrid. Had I known what I know now, I’d have changed 

my mind – but there wasn’t enough room to change your mind in that little cabin for four! (We 

all had to line up in the hallway just so each other could get in the bed.) And with a stop at least 

every half-hour all night long, I saw very little sleep in those 700 miles! 

Bennett: In Arizona, we saw 87 of the most beautiful miles you can imagine, as we rafted 

down the Colorado River into the Grand Canyon. And after hiking out of that big ditch once 

(that’s nine-and-a-half miles -- like, straight up!), we hiked back into another part of the canyon 

to visit the most remote town in the lower 48 states. This time we got smart and rode horses out – 

another eight rocky miles uphill. 

Jackson: In the Red Rock country of Sedona, we spent three hours in an inner tube, 

cooling off in the Verde River, and we covered the bumpiest fifteen miles of the summer in a 

Pink Jeep, bouncing across the back country. 

 Amy: But there’s no doubt how we covered the best of our summer miles. Our 

“Compostella,” that is, the official diploma, certifying our legitimacy as pilgrims on El Camino 

de Santiago, says we walked 111 Spanish kilometers, “a pie”: on foot. Add the rest of our hiking 

to the total, and we wore at least 120 miles off the soles of our boots. 

 Russ: And last but not least, if you count last week’s vacation mileage, the four of us 

being dragged behind our boat on Lake Greenwood on a ski, or on bare feet, or on that death 

trap, which is euphemistically called an inner tube, I’m sure you can add another 50 miles to the 

total,  bringing us to a grand summer tally of:  

ALL OF US: 17,838 miles. AND WE’RE GLAD TO BE HOME! 

 



 Russ: We’re not going to share a memory per mile this morning, but here are four brief 

reflections from across those miles. 

 BENNETT – I get to talk about Laughing... This summer my family and I laughed a lot. 

From Massachusetts to Europe and all the way to the Grand Canyon. There is one laugh I will 

never forget. We walked on the Camino with our friends Mr. Tony, who was blind, and Mrs. 

Kate. They were from England. From keeping hydrated we had to use the bathroom, a lot – or as 

I would say, “put out the fire” – if you know what I mean. So, Mom got to use the bathroom, 

aka, the woods first. While she was gone, Mr. Tony, the blind man, told a joke about a blind 

man. Just after I had started to tell him a blind joke of my own, Mom came back from the woods. 

The look on her face when she heard me telling Mr. Tony a blind joke . . . well, that wasn’t 

pretty! But we all got a good laugh about it. And that was only one of our many great laughs. 

So, do you want to hear my blind joke? 

A blind man walks into a store with his seeing- eye dog. He took the dog by the leash and started 
to sling the dog around his head. The store manager walks up and asked him, “What in the world 
are you doing?” The blind man responded, “I’m just looking around.” 
 

Mr. Tony thought it was funny – even if Mom didn’t! In all of our laughter this summer, 

we know that God was surely laughing with us. 

 

 Jackson: I get to talk about Seeing… Not looking, but seeing. On our trip, we were able 

to look at a lot of God’s big world and it wasn’t so much that we looked at Plymouth Rock, the 

Eiffel Tower, all the beautiful land on the Camino, the Grand Canyon, and even Lake 

Greenwood, SC, but because of the way that we travelled we were able to see it in a different 

way. We were able to see God in it. On our trip we did so much seeing that it changed our lives. 

We saw everything from a massive storm rolling in from the top of the Tour Eiffel to the most 



brilliant rainbow following that storm. And it was interesting to observe how other people see. 

For example, we were walking through some farmlands on the Camino when Mr. Tony, our 

blind friend, said suddenly, “They’re bailing hay to our left.” We stopped, looked, and finally we 

saw in a distance a farmer bailing hay. Who really sees everything? Only God sees everything.  

We lay down on our sleeping bags one night by the Colorado River (with no tent, which 

Mom did NOT like) and looked up at the stars (and the bats, which mom did NOT like!) and 

thought – WOW – now that’s something to see. I thought about the fact that in Charlotte you 

cannot see THIS. And then to add to beauty of that moment, Dad read from Psalm 8: “O Lord 

our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth . . . When I see your heavens, the work of 

your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have established, what are human beings that you 

are mindful of them?” And in that moment I thought:  most people look; some people see, but 

only God sees everything. 

So do you look or do you see? 

 

 Amy: I get to talk about Singing… We sang our way through the summer – you’ve heard 

this morning two of the songs we sang in churches and cathedrals and on the trails of our 

journeys. Make a joyful noise unto the Lord (Psalm 100) - we did indeed. My favorite singing 

moment was actually on my birthday. It was our third day of walking the Camino, with about 30 

miles under our belt, our guide told us about a 12th century church that was beautiful, but a 

couple of miles off the Camino path in the middle of nowhere, Spain. She offered to drive us the 

few extra miles and then return us to pick up the Camino’s way. We agreed. We loved walking, 

but no need to take unnecessary steps when one has so many steps to take! There was a Spanish 

woman willing to give informal tours of the church, so our guide translated. Our small group had 



already heard us sing here and there along the way, and they requested that we sing in this 

church. So our guide asked the woman – even suggesting it would be a nice birthday present for 

me to get to sing in this church. Now up until this point, we were the only group inside. But now 

a crowd of 15-20 had gathered inside to look around. The Spanish woman got everyone’s 

attention and asked for silence as a song was sung. Everyone took a seat as if a concert was about 

to begin. The four of us looked at each other like – Oh no, this isn’t what we had in mind! But 

we went behind the altar area to the apse where the ancient stone building’s ceiling was dome 

shaped, and Bennett began – “Do not be afraid” – and we all came in – “Peace be still.” The 

sound of the harmonies hung in that space.2 When we finish they all applauded as if we were 

famous. And I noticed tears in the eyes of several people that I’m sure didn’t speak English. It 

was something about the music in that place that stirred their souls and there was no need for 

translation. And then I noticed tears in the eyes of our walking companions – none of whom was 

very religious. It was something about the music in that place that transcended belief. And I 

believe it was the best birthday I’ve ever had. 

 

Russ: Laughing. Seeing. Singing. These practices accompanied us, shortening every 

climb, deepening every moment. And though the vast majority of the nearly 18,000 miles we 

traveled was mechanically enhanced, if you asked me to characterize our summer, I might be 

tempted to say, “We walked.” 

Americans don’t walk anymore. Along El Camino de Santiago we walked with thousands 

of pilgrims. We engaged direct passersby, “Buen Camino” (which means something like, “have a 

good journey”), and had longer conversations with many. We met pilgrims from all over the 

                                                 
2 This is from a very short musical prayer that Russ wrote for our journey. We sang it throughout our summer, 
walking, riding, looking up at the stars on the bank of the Colorado River, in churches and cathedrals throughout our 
travels: “Do not be afraid. Peace be still. Peace, deep peace, be still.” 



world, but did not encounter another American. (Of course, there are American sojourners – 

that’s how we learned of this pilgrimage – but it is emblematic that we did not meet any.) We 

noted three years ago that there were no Americans on the hot and hard climb up the 9.5-mile 

Bright Angel Trail in the Grand Canyon. And apparently in the last three years Americans have 

lost no more weight and have gotten in no better shape, because Americans are still sparse on 

that dusty road. 

Our cities do not encourage pedestrian traffic. (Could you walk to your grocery store for 

this week’s needs, even if you wanted to?) Our diets of fast food, and faster fat, are hardly 

designed for walking feet. And our lifestyles are, on the one hand, too sedentary – we couldn’t 

unglue from the TV, the Wii, or the computer screen if we tried, and on the other hand, they are 

too frantic – walk? You must be kidding! I’m late… time to fly! 

No. We don’t walk. But we should. 

This summer the Deans walked. Not just 120 officially recorded miles, but we “walked,” 

metaphorically, all summer long. “Walked, in a relaxed manner.”3 Slowly. Deliberately. 

Intentionally. Methodically. Stopping to smell the roses… To eat the nettles and eels and 

octopus… Laughing at every turn. Singing into every destination. 

We need to learn to walk. It’s a very spiritual way to travel. 

 

When that young man found himself in the pigs’ pen, with a lustful eye to the pail of slop 

he had just fed the swine – and when, in a brief surge of sanity, he set his sights toward home – 

there were no planes, trains, or automobiles to take him. He set out walking. Jesus’ tale of the 

prodigal son is one of the best ever told. It has been mined for hidden gems across the disciplines 

– there is psychological truth and sociological truth, lessons for the family and for communities 
                                                 
3 One of the books Amy read during the summer was of the title: Walk in a Relaxed Manner. 



of every kind. But Jesus’ message was pointedly theological. Someone has said “Home is where 

they have to take you in.” I don’t like this definition. Prison, it seems to me, is where they have 

to take you in. Home is where they take you in – even when they don’t have to! 

Put yourself in the boy’s shoes, walk a mile in his sandals, for just a moment. Imagine 

what you are thinking with every step. Will my father take me in? He shouldn’t. Will he turn me 

away? Tell me he’s forgotten my name, cut all my pictures out of the family photos? That’s what 

he should do. But Jesus said that home is where they take you in even when you don’t deserve it. 

That gift of grace keeps coming up in Jesus’ teaching. 

Even when they don’t have to! 

The boy went away, with no obvious intention to return. But isn’t home, really, our only 

destination? No matter where we go, or why, no trip, whether pilgrimage or prodigal 

proclamation can ever be complete without returning, and in some way claiming home as our 

own, receiving the grace it has to offer. The cathedral of Santiago de Compostella was the most 

visible of our “destinations.” But the destination was really Santiago… de Charlotte – because, in 

truth, only now that we are back with you can we begin to know what it meant to go there. To be 

there. To have walked, together, in that setting. To have found what we were looking for, and 

more. To have experienced God in the journey. Anyone who wanders without returning… makes 

an incomplete journey. We all must reckon with who we are, where we’ve come from, why we 

left in the first place. We will never rest until we’ve come home. 

 

I suppose Jesus told his story for a lot of reasons, to convey all the truth that has been 

found in it. But his story reveals to us the very nature of God. God is not a father who could 

scratch our names from the family tree – no matter where we’ve been. Not the hard-hearted, or 



broken-hearted patriarch, who harbors his grudges, or who acts in so-called “tough love” to let us 

learn our lessons. Hardly. God is the warmth of an open-armed reception. A hearty “Welcome 

Home!” A celebration to beat all celebrations – especially when we deserve it not at all. God is 

found, where grace is offered. 

And that is home. 

When the Deans left here three months ago, we said, explicitly, that, like all pilgrims, we 

were setting out on our travels, not just for three exotic destinations, but in the hopes that along 

the way, step by step, we might find God. And we will testify to you that we did just that. But 

true pilgrimages are always filled with unexpected finds. In reading again the prodigal’s story 

I’ve found one more truth. It is this: as exciting as were our travels, as much as we did find God 

in the experience we have known, God will be most known to us, most evident, right here. In 

your welcome. Right here in this place we have come to call home. 

Thank you for sending us out. With your blessing. Thank you for welcoming us home. 

With your open arms. We can’t wait to meet you, again. In doing so, you will show us God. 

May it be so! 



The Park Road Pulpit 
  Sermons from Park Road Baptist Church  
      Russ and Amy Jacks Dean, Pastors 

Meeting You Again 
Isaiah 30.15; Luke 15.11-24 

Amy, Russ, Jackson, and Bennett Dean, August 30, 20091 
 

 It’s good to be home! In our 12 weeks away from you we have worshipped with other 

communities of faith. The music was inspiring and the sermons were compelling, but they were 

not you, and it simply wasn’t the same. Thank you for our time away. It was very good. There 

are no words to describe what we have experienced this summer. But we wanted to take part of 

this sermon time to share with you some of where we’ve been and what we’ve seen and what 

we’ve learned. 

Perhaps the most important thing about this summer was the time we spent – 

TOGETHER – the four of us. In writing our grant proposal to the Lilly Endowment, the first 

page of our 26-page document expressed our philosophy that in many ways our family has been 

in ministry together in this place – that we had given our family to this church, therefore, we 

hoped that our family would be the beneficiaries of this sabbatical time. We are so grateful to 

you for the time away, and we are so grateful to the Lilly Endowment for footing the bill! I know 

that our family has had the summer of a lifetime – not just in the exotic places we’ve been – but 

simply in the time that we have had together. Especially given the boys being at such formative 

stages of development, we know that this kind of time will not come to us again, and I can assure 

you that we did not squander one minute or one mile of it. 

Amy: We’ll try not to bore you with sermon illustrations, week after week after week, but 

we thought it would be inappropriate not to share a bit with you this morning. We’ve invited the 

                                                 
1 This was our first Sunday back in the pulpit after a three-month sabbatical, so the Dean family, who had shared the 
sabbatical time, also shared the preaching time. 



boys to join us so that we can, together, give you a whirl-wind look at our summer. It might be 

helpful to begin, just (as they say) by “doing the numbers.” 

Bennett: If you ask me what I did this summer, I’d have to say, in a word – I traveled! A 

lot! Mom and Dad began the summer on their motorcycle. Since there’s no room for Jackson and 

me on the Harley, they rumbled the first 300 miles on their own.  

Jackson: But from then on, it was the four of us together. Our first pilgrimage was to 

Plymouth, Massachusetts, and we went with my Grandparents in their van. Our car travel for the 

summer covered at least 3,288 miles. 

Amy: In nine separate airline flights we went about half way around the globe. 12,424 

miles to be exact. 

Jackson: Throughout Europe we used public transportation. And we think a conservative 

estimate of the mileage we covered in London and Paris and Madrid in that Double Decker bus 

and, under the streets in those European subways, and in three short, but heart-stopping cab rides 

through those busy streets (Bennett says all European drivers are) -- 

Bennett: CRAZY! 

Yes… in all of that public transit, we are sure we traveled at least 50 miles. 

Bennett: They’re CRAZY! 

 Jackson: The nicest digs we had during our travel were on a bus in Spain. Mom and Dad 

are too cheap to let us fly first class, but “Aunt Lilly” (as we came to call our grant money from 

the Lilly Endowment), Aunt Lilly did spring for First Class on that six-hour bus ride. With three 

other bus transfers, we saw at least 543 miles of terrain out those windows. 

 Amy: The fastest trip, on (and under) land was through the Chunnel; at over 100 miles 

per hour we covered the 250 miles from London to Paris quicker than even I could take a nap.  



 Russ: And the worst accommodations was aboard a romantic-sounding – not so romantic 

feeling – overnight train from Paris to Madrid. Had I known what I know now, I’d have changed 

my mind – but there wasn’t enough room to change your mind in that little cabin for four! (We 

all had to line up in the hallway just so each other could get in the bed.) And with a stop at least 

every half-hour all night long, I saw very little sleep in those 700 miles! 

Bennett: In Arizona, we saw 87 of the most beautiful miles you can imagine, as we rafted 

down the Colorado River into the Grand Canyon. And after hiking out of that big ditch once 

(that’s nine-and-a-half miles -- like, straight up!), we hiked back into another part of the canyon 

to visit the most remote town in the lower 48 states. This time we got smart and rode horses out – 

another eight rocky miles uphill. 

Jackson: In the Red Rock country of Sedona, we spent three hours in an inner tube, 

cooling off in the Verde River, and we covered the bumpiest fifteen miles of the summer in a 

Pink Jeep, bouncing across the back country. 

 Amy: But there’s no doubt how we covered the best of our summer miles. Our 

“Compostella,” that is, the official diploma, certifying our legitimacy as pilgrims on El Camino 

de Santiago, says we walked 111 Spanish kilometers, “a pie”: on foot. Add the rest of our hiking 

to the total, and we wore at least 120 miles off the soles of our boots. 

 Russ: And last but not least, if you count last week’s vacation mileage, the four of us 

being dragged behind our boat on Lake Greenwood on a ski, or on bare feet, or on that death 

trap, which is euphemistically called an inner tube, I’m sure you can add another 50 miles to the 

total,  bringing us to a grand summer tally of:  

ALL OF US: 17,838 miles. AND WE’RE GLAD TO BE HOME! 

 



 Russ: We’re not going to share a memory per mile this morning, but here are four brief 

reflections from across those miles. 

 BENNETT – I get to talk about Laughing... This summer my family and I laughed a lot. 

From Massachusetts to Europe and all the way to the Grand Canyon. There is one laugh I will 

never forget. We walked on the Camino with our friends Mr. Tony, who was blind, and Mrs. 

Kate. They were from England. From keeping hydrated we had to use the bathroom, a lot – or as 

I would say, “put out the fire” – if you know what I mean. So, Mom got to use the bathroom, 

aka, the woods first. While she was gone, Mr. Tony, the blind man, told a joke about a blind 

man. Just after I had started to tell him a blind joke of my own, Mom came back from the woods. 

The look on her face when she heard me telling Mr. Tony a blind joke . . . well, that wasn’t 

pretty! But we all got a good laugh about it. And that was only one of our many great laughs. 

So, do you want to hear my blind joke? 

A blind man walks into a store with his seeing- eye dog. He took the dog by the leash and started 
to sling the dog around his head. The store manager walks up and asked him, “What in the world 
are you doing?” The blind man responded, “I’m just looking around.” 
 

Mr. Tony thought it was funny – even if Mom didn’t! In all of our laughter this summer, 

we know that God was surely laughing with us. 

 

 Jackson: I get to talk about Seeing… Not looking, but seeing. On our trip, we were able 

to look at a lot of God’s big world and it wasn’t so much that we looked at Plymouth Rock, the 

Eiffel Tower, all the beautiful land on the Camino, the Grand Canyon, and even Lake 

Greenwood, SC, but because of the way that we travelled we were able to see it in a different 

way. We were able to see God in it. On our trip we did so much seeing that it changed our lives. 

We saw everything from a massive storm rolling in from the top of the Tour Eiffel to the most 



brilliant rainbow following that storm. And it was interesting to observe how other people see. 

For example, we were walking through some farmlands on the Camino when Mr. Tony, our 

blind friend, said suddenly, “They’re bailing hay to our left.” We stopped, looked, and finally we 

saw in a distance a farmer bailing hay. Who really sees everything? Only God sees everything.  

We lay down on our sleeping bags one night by the Colorado River (with no tent, which 

Mom did NOT like) and looked up at the stars (and the bats, which mom did NOT like!) and 

thought – WOW – now that’s something to see. I thought about the fact that in Charlotte you 

cannot see THIS. And then to add to beauty of that moment, Dad read from Psalm 8: “O Lord 

our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth . . . When I see your heavens, the work of 

your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have established, what are human beings that you 

are mindful of them?” And in that moment I thought:  most people look; some people see, but 

only God sees everything. 

So do you look or do you see? 

 

 Amy: I get to talk about Singing… We sang our way through the summer – you’ve heard 

this morning two of the songs we sang in churches and cathedrals and on the trails of our 

journeys. Make a joyful noise unto the Lord (Psalm 100) - we did indeed. My favorite singing 

moment was actually on my birthday. It was our third day of walking the Camino, with about 30 

miles under our belt, our guide told us about a 12th century church that was beautiful, but a 

couple of miles off the Camino path in the middle of nowhere, Spain. She offered to drive us the 

few extra miles and then return us to pick up the Camino’s way. We agreed. We loved walking, 

but no need to take unnecessary steps when one has so many steps to take! There was a Spanish 

woman willing to give informal tours of the church, so our guide translated. Our small group had 



already heard us sing here and there along the way, and they requested that we sing in this 

church. So our guide asked the woman – even suggesting it would be a nice birthday present for 

me to get to sing in this church. Now up until this point, we were the only group inside. But now 

a crowd of 15-20 had gathered inside to look around. The Spanish woman got everyone’s 

attention and asked for silence as a song was sung. Everyone took a seat as if a concert was about 

to begin. The four of us looked at each other like – Oh no, this isn’t what we had in mind! But 

we went behind the altar area to the apse where the ancient stone building’s ceiling was dome 

shaped, and Bennett began – “Do not be afraid” – and we all came in – “Peace be still.” The 

sound of the harmonies hung in that space.2 When we finish they all applauded as if we were 

famous. And I noticed tears in the eyes of several people that I’m sure didn’t speak English. It 

was something about the music in that place that stirred their souls and there was no need for 

translation. And then I noticed tears in the eyes of our walking companions – none of whom was 

very religious. It was something about the music in that place that transcended belief. And I 

believe it was the best birthday I’ve ever had. 

 

Russ: Laughing. Seeing. Singing. These practices accompanied us, shortening every 

climb, deepening every moment. And though the vast majority of the nearly 18,000 miles we 

traveled was mechanically enhanced, if you asked me to characterize our summer, I might be 

tempted to say, “We walked.” 

Americans don’t walk anymore. Along El Camino de Santiago we walked with thousands 

of pilgrims. We engaged direct passersby, “Buen Camino” (which means something like, “have a 

good journey”), and had longer conversations with many. We met pilgrims from all over the 

                                                 
2 This is from a very short musical prayer that Russ wrote for our journey. We sang it throughout our summer, 
walking, riding, looking up at the stars on the bank of the Colorado River, in churches and cathedrals throughout our 
travels: “Do not be afraid. Peace be still. Peace, deep peace, be still.” 



world, but did not encounter another American. (Of course, there are American sojourners – 

that’s how we learned of this pilgrimage – but it is emblematic that we did not meet any.) We 

noted three years ago that there were no Americans on the hot and hard climb up the 9.5-mile 

Bright Angel Trail in the Grand Canyon. And apparently in the last three years Americans have 

lost no more weight and have gotten in no better shape, because Americans are still sparse on 

that dusty road. 

Our cities do not encourage pedestrian traffic. (Could you walk to your grocery store for 

this week’s needs, even if you wanted to?) Our diets of fast food, and faster fat, are hardly 

designed for walking feet. And our lifestyles are, on the one hand, too sedentary – we couldn’t 

unglue from the TV, the Wii, or the computer screen if we tried, and on the other hand, they are 

too frantic – walk? You must be kidding! I’m late… time to fly! 

No. We don’t walk. But we should. 

This summer the Deans walked. Not just 120 officially recorded miles, but we “walked,” 

metaphorically, all summer long. “Walked, in a relaxed manner.”3 Slowly. Deliberately. 

Intentionally. Methodically. Stopping to smell the roses… To eat the nettles and eels and 

octopus… Laughing at every turn. Singing into every destination. 

We need to learn to walk. It’s a very spiritual way to travel. 

 

When that young man found himself in the pigs’ pen, with a lustful eye to the pail of slop 

he had just fed the swine – and when, in a brief surge of sanity, he set his sights toward home – 

there were no planes, trains, or automobiles to take him. He set out walking. Jesus’ tale of the 

prodigal son is one of the best ever told. It has been mined for hidden gems across the disciplines 

– there is psychological truth and sociological truth, lessons for the family and for communities 
                                                 
3 One of the books Amy read during the summer was of the title: Walk in a Relaxed Manner. 



of every kind. But Jesus’ message was pointedly theological. Someone has said “Home is where 

they have to take you in.” I don’t like this definition. Prison, it seems to me, is where they have 

to take you in. Home is where they take you in – even when they don’t have to! 

Put yourself in the boy’s shoes, walk a mile in his sandals, for just a moment. Imagine 

what you are thinking with every step. Will my father take me in? He shouldn’t. Will he turn me 

away? Tell me he’s forgotten my name, cut all my pictures out of the family photos? That’s what 

he should do. But Jesus said that home is where they take you in even when you don’t deserve it. 

That gift of grace keeps coming up in Jesus’ teaching. 

Even when they don’t have to! 

The boy went away, with no obvious intention to return. But isn’t home, really, our only 

destination? No matter where we go, or why, no trip, whether pilgrimage or prodigal 

proclamation can ever be complete without returning, and in some way claiming home as our 

own, receiving the grace it has to offer. The cathedral of Santiago de Compostella was the most 

visible of our “destinations.” But the destination was really Santiago… de Charlotte – because, in 

truth, only now that we are back with you can we begin to know what it meant to go there. To be 

there. To have walked, together, in that setting. To have found what we were looking for, and 

more. To have experienced God in the journey. Anyone who wanders without returning… makes 

an incomplete journey. We all must reckon with who we are, where we’ve come from, why we 

left in the first place. We will never rest until we’ve come home. 

 

I suppose Jesus told his story for a lot of reasons, to convey all the truth that has been 

found in it. But his story reveals to us the very nature of God. God is not a father who could 

scratch our names from the family tree – no matter where we’ve been. Not the hard-hearted, or 



broken-hearted patriarch, who harbors his grudges, or who acts in so-called “tough love” to let us 

learn our lessons. Hardly. God is the warmth of an open-armed reception. A hearty “Welcome 

Home!” A celebration to beat all celebrations – especially when we deserve it not at all. God is 

found, where grace is offered. 

And that is home. 

When the Deans left here three months ago, we said, explicitly, that, like all pilgrims, we 

were setting out on our travels, not just for three exotic destinations, but in the hopes that along 

the way, step by step, we might find God. And we will testify to you that we did just that. But 

true pilgrimages are always filled with unexpected finds. In reading again the prodigal’s story 

I’ve found one more truth. It is this: as exciting as were our travels, as much as we did find God 

in the experience we have known, God will be most known to us, most evident, right here. In 

your welcome. Right here in this place we have come to call home. 

Thank you for sending us out. With your blessing. Thank you for welcoming us home. 

With your open arms. We can’t wait to meet you, again. In doing so, you will show us God. 

May it be so! 



The Park Road Pulpit 
  Sermons from Park Road Baptist Church  
      Russ and Amy Jacks Dean, Pastors 

Meeting You Again 
Isaiah 30.15; Luke 15.11-24 

Amy, Russ, Jackson, and Bennett Dean, August 30, 20091 
 

 It’s good to be home! In our 12 weeks away from you we have worshipped with other 

communities of faith. The music was inspiring and the sermons were compelling, but they were 

not you, and it simply wasn’t the same. Thank you for our time away. It was very good. There 

are no words to describe what we have experienced this summer. But we wanted to take part of 

this sermon time to share with you some of where we’ve been and what we’ve seen and what 

we’ve learned. 

Perhaps the most important thing about this summer was the time we spent – 

TOGETHER – the four of us. In writing our grant proposal to the Lilly Endowment, the first 

page of our 26-page document expressed our philosophy that in many ways our family has been 

in ministry together in this place – that we had given our family to this church, therefore, we 

hoped that our family would be the beneficiaries of this sabbatical time. We are so grateful to 

you for the time away, and we are so grateful to the Lilly Endowment for footing the bill! I know 

that our family has had the summer of a lifetime – not just in the exotic places we’ve been – but 

simply in the time that we have had together. Especially given the boys being at such formative 

stages of development, we know that this kind of time will not come to us again, and I can assure 

you that we did not squander one minute or one mile of it. 

Amy: We’ll try not to bore you with sermon illustrations, week after week after week, but 

we thought it would be inappropriate not to share a bit with you this morning. We’ve invited the 

                                                 
1 This was our first Sunday back in the pulpit after a three-month sabbatical, so the Dean family, who had shared the 
sabbatical time, also shared the preaching time. 



boys to join us so that we can, together, give you a whirl-wind look at our summer. It might be 

helpful to begin, just (as they say) by “doing the numbers.” 

Bennett: If you ask me what I did this summer, I’d have to say, in a word – I traveled! A 

lot! Mom and Dad began the summer on their motorcycle. Since there’s no room for Jackson and 

me on the Harley, they rumbled the first 300 miles on their own.  

Jackson: But from then on, it was the four of us together. Our first pilgrimage was to 

Plymouth, Massachusetts, and we went with my Grandparents in their van. Our car travel for the 

summer covered at least 3,288 miles. 

Amy: In nine separate airline flights we went about half way around the globe. 12,424 

miles to be exact. 

Jackson: Throughout Europe we used public transportation. And we think a conservative 

estimate of the mileage we covered in London and Paris and Madrid in that Double Decker bus 

and, under the streets in those European subways, and in three short, but heart-stopping cab rides 

through those busy streets (Bennett says all European drivers are) -- 

Bennett: CRAZY! 

Yes… in all of that public transit, we are sure we traveled at least 50 miles. 

Bennett: They’re CRAZY! 

 Jackson: The nicest digs we had during our travel were on a bus in Spain. Mom and Dad 

are too cheap to let us fly first class, but “Aunt Lilly” (as we came to call our grant money from 

the Lilly Endowment), Aunt Lilly did spring for First Class on that six-hour bus ride. With three 

other bus transfers, we saw at least 543 miles of terrain out those windows. 

 Amy: The fastest trip, on (and under) land was through the Chunnel; at over 100 miles 

per hour we covered the 250 miles from London to Paris quicker than even I could take a nap.  



 Russ: And the worst accommodations was aboard a romantic-sounding – not so romantic 

feeling – overnight train from Paris to Madrid. Had I known what I know now, I’d have changed 

my mind – but there wasn’t enough room to change your mind in that little cabin for four! (We 

all had to line up in the hallway just so each other could get in the bed.) And with a stop at least 

every half-hour all night long, I saw very little sleep in those 700 miles! 

Bennett: In Arizona, we saw 87 of the most beautiful miles you can imagine, as we rafted 

down the Colorado River into the Grand Canyon. And after hiking out of that big ditch once 

(that’s nine-and-a-half miles -- like, straight up!), we hiked back into another part of the canyon 

to visit the most remote town in the lower 48 states. This time we got smart and rode horses out – 

another eight rocky miles uphill. 

Jackson: In the Red Rock country of Sedona, we spent three hours in an inner tube, 

cooling off in the Verde River, and we covered the bumpiest fifteen miles of the summer in a 

Pink Jeep, bouncing across the back country. 

 Amy: But there’s no doubt how we covered the best of our summer miles. Our 

“Compostella,” that is, the official diploma, certifying our legitimacy as pilgrims on El Camino 

de Santiago, says we walked 111 Spanish kilometers, “a pie”: on foot. Add the rest of our hiking 

to the total, and we wore at least 120 miles off the soles of our boots. 

 Russ: And last but not least, if you count last week’s vacation mileage, the four of us 

being dragged behind our boat on Lake Greenwood on a ski, or on bare feet, or on that death 

trap, which is euphemistically called an inner tube, I’m sure you can add another 50 miles to the 

total,  bringing us to a grand summer tally of:  

ALL OF US: 17,838 miles. AND WE’RE GLAD TO BE HOME! 

 



 Russ: We’re not going to share a memory per mile this morning, but here are four brief 

reflections from across those miles. 

 BENNETT – I get to talk about Laughing... This summer my family and I laughed a lot. 

From Massachusetts to Europe and all the way to the Grand Canyon. There is one laugh I will 

never forget. We walked on the Camino with our friends Mr. Tony, who was blind, and Mrs. 

Kate. They were from England. From keeping hydrated we had to use the bathroom, a lot – or as 

I would say, “put out the fire” – if you know what I mean. So, Mom got to use the bathroom, 

aka, the woods first. While she was gone, Mr. Tony, the blind man, told a joke about a blind 

man. Just after I had started to tell him a blind joke of my own, Mom came back from the woods. 

The look on her face when she heard me telling Mr. Tony a blind joke . . . well, that wasn’t 

pretty! But we all got a good laugh about it. And that was only one of our many great laughs. 

So, do you want to hear my blind joke? 

A blind man walks into a store with his seeing- eye dog. He took the dog by the leash and started 
to sling the dog around his head. The store manager walks up and asked him, “What in the world 
are you doing?” The blind man responded, “I’m just looking around.” 
 

Mr. Tony thought it was funny – even if Mom didn’t! In all of our laughter this summer, 

we know that God was surely laughing with us. 

 

 Jackson: I get to talk about Seeing… Not looking, but seeing. On our trip, we were able 

to look at a lot of God’s big world and it wasn’t so much that we looked at Plymouth Rock, the 

Eiffel Tower, all the beautiful land on the Camino, the Grand Canyon, and even Lake 

Greenwood, SC, but because of the way that we travelled we were able to see it in a different 

way. We were able to see God in it. On our trip we did so much seeing that it changed our lives. 

We saw everything from a massive storm rolling in from the top of the Tour Eiffel to the most 



brilliant rainbow following that storm. And it was interesting to observe how other people see. 

For example, we were walking through some farmlands on the Camino when Mr. Tony, our 

blind friend, said suddenly, “They’re bailing hay to our left.” We stopped, looked, and finally we 

saw in a distance a farmer bailing hay. Who really sees everything? Only God sees everything.  

We lay down on our sleeping bags one night by the Colorado River (with no tent, which 

Mom did NOT like) and looked up at the stars (and the bats, which mom did NOT like!) and 

thought – WOW – now that’s something to see. I thought about the fact that in Charlotte you 

cannot see THIS. And then to add to beauty of that moment, Dad read from Psalm 8: “O Lord 

our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth . . . When I see your heavens, the work of 

your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have established, what are human beings that you 

are mindful of them?” And in that moment I thought:  most people look; some people see, but 

only God sees everything. 

So do you look or do you see? 

 

 Amy: I get to talk about Singing… We sang our way through the summer – you’ve heard 

this morning two of the songs we sang in churches and cathedrals and on the trails of our 

journeys. Make a joyful noise unto the Lord (Psalm 100) - we did indeed. My favorite singing 

moment was actually on my birthday. It was our third day of walking the Camino, with about 30 

miles under our belt, our guide told us about a 12th century church that was beautiful, but a 

couple of miles off the Camino path in the middle of nowhere, Spain. She offered to drive us the 

few extra miles and then return us to pick up the Camino’s way. We agreed. We loved walking, 

but no need to take unnecessary steps when one has so many steps to take! There was a Spanish 

woman willing to give informal tours of the church, so our guide translated. Our small group had 



already heard us sing here and there along the way, and they requested that we sing in this 

church. So our guide asked the woman – even suggesting it would be a nice birthday present for 

me to get to sing in this church. Now up until this point, we were the only group inside. But now 

a crowd of 15-20 had gathered inside to look around. The Spanish woman got everyone’s 

attention and asked for silence as a song was sung. Everyone took a seat as if a concert was about 

to begin. The four of us looked at each other like – Oh no, this isn’t what we had in mind! But 

we went behind the altar area to the apse where the ancient stone building’s ceiling was dome 

shaped, and Bennett began – “Do not be afraid” – and we all came in – “Peace be still.” The 

sound of the harmonies hung in that space.2 When we finish they all applauded as if we were 

famous. And I noticed tears in the eyes of several people that I’m sure didn’t speak English. It 

was something about the music in that place that stirred their souls and there was no need for 

translation. And then I noticed tears in the eyes of our walking companions – none of whom was 

very religious. It was something about the music in that place that transcended belief. And I 

believe it was the best birthday I’ve ever had. 

 

Russ: Laughing. Seeing. Singing. These practices accompanied us, shortening every 

climb, deepening every moment. And though the vast majority of the nearly 18,000 miles we 

traveled was mechanically enhanced, if you asked me to characterize our summer, I might be 

tempted to say, “We walked.” 

Americans don’t walk anymore. Along El Camino de Santiago we walked with thousands 

of pilgrims. We engaged direct passersby, “Buen Camino” (which means something like, “have a 

good journey”), and had longer conversations with many. We met pilgrims from all over the 

                                                 
2 This is from a very short musical prayer that Russ wrote for our journey. We sang it throughout our summer, 
walking, riding, looking up at the stars on the bank of the Colorado River, in churches and cathedrals throughout our 
travels: “Do not be afraid. Peace be still. Peace, deep peace, be still.” 



world, but did not encounter another American. (Of course, there are American sojourners – 

that’s how we learned of this pilgrimage – but it is emblematic that we did not meet any.) We 

noted three years ago that there were no Americans on the hot and hard climb up the 9.5-mile 

Bright Angel Trail in the Grand Canyon. And apparently in the last three years Americans have 

lost no more weight and have gotten in no better shape, because Americans are still sparse on 

that dusty road. 

Our cities do not encourage pedestrian traffic. (Could you walk to your grocery store for 

this week’s needs, even if you wanted to?) Our diets of fast food, and faster fat, are hardly 

designed for walking feet. And our lifestyles are, on the one hand, too sedentary – we couldn’t 

unglue from the TV, the Wii, or the computer screen if we tried, and on the other hand, they are 

too frantic – walk? You must be kidding! I’m late… time to fly! 

No. We don’t walk. But we should. 

This summer the Deans walked. Not just 120 officially recorded miles, but we “walked,” 

metaphorically, all summer long. “Walked, in a relaxed manner.”3 Slowly. Deliberately. 

Intentionally. Methodically. Stopping to smell the roses… To eat the nettles and eels and 

octopus… Laughing at every turn. Singing into every destination. 

We need to learn to walk. It’s a very spiritual way to travel. 

 

When that young man found himself in the pigs’ pen, with a lustful eye to the pail of slop 

he had just fed the swine – and when, in a brief surge of sanity, he set his sights toward home – 

there were no planes, trains, or automobiles to take him. He set out walking. Jesus’ tale of the 

prodigal son is one of the best ever told. It has been mined for hidden gems across the disciplines 

– there is psychological truth and sociological truth, lessons for the family and for communities 
                                                 
3 One of the books Amy read during the summer was of the title: Walk in a Relaxed Manner. 



of every kind. But Jesus’ message was pointedly theological. Someone has said “Home is where 

they have to take you in.” I don’t like this definition. Prison, it seems to me, is where they have 

to take you in. Home is where they take you in – even when they don’t have to! 

Put yourself in the boy’s shoes, walk a mile in his sandals, for just a moment. Imagine 

what you are thinking with every step. Will my father take me in? He shouldn’t. Will he turn me 

away? Tell me he’s forgotten my name, cut all my pictures out of the family photos? That’s what 

he should do. But Jesus said that home is where they take you in even when you don’t deserve it. 

That gift of grace keeps coming up in Jesus’ teaching. 

Even when they don’t have to! 

The boy went away, with no obvious intention to return. But isn’t home, really, our only 

destination? No matter where we go, or why, no trip, whether pilgrimage or prodigal 

proclamation can ever be complete without returning, and in some way claiming home as our 

own, receiving the grace it has to offer. The cathedral of Santiago de Compostella was the most 

visible of our “destinations.” But the destination was really Santiago… de Charlotte – because, in 

truth, only now that we are back with you can we begin to know what it meant to go there. To be 

there. To have walked, together, in that setting. To have found what we were looking for, and 

more. To have experienced God in the journey. Anyone who wanders without returning… makes 

an incomplete journey. We all must reckon with who we are, where we’ve come from, why we 

left in the first place. We will never rest until we’ve come home. 

 

I suppose Jesus told his story for a lot of reasons, to convey all the truth that has been 

found in it. But his story reveals to us the very nature of God. God is not a father who could 

scratch our names from the family tree – no matter where we’ve been. Not the hard-hearted, or 



broken-hearted patriarch, who harbors his grudges, or who acts in so-called “tough love” to let us 

learn our lessons. Hardly. God is the warmth of an open-armed reception. A hearty “Welcome 

Home!” A celebration to beat all celebrations – especially when we deserve it not at all. God is 

found, where grace is offered. 

And that is home. 

When the Deans left here three months ago, we said, explicitly, that, like all pilgrims, we 

were setting out on our travels, not just for three exotic destinations, but in the hopes that along 

the way, step by step, we might find God. And we will testify to you that we did just that. But 

true pilgrimages are always filled with unexpected finds. In reading again the prodigal’s story 

I’ve found one more truth. It is this: as exciting as were our travels, as much as we did find God 

in the experience we have known, God will be most known to us, most evident, right here. In 

your welcome. Right here in this place we have come to call home. 

Thank you for sending us out. With your blessing. Thank you for welcoming us home. 

With your open arms. We can’t wait to meet you, again. In doing so, you will show us God. 

May it be so! 



The Park Road Pulpit 
  Sermons from Park Road Baptist Church  
      Russ and Amy Jacks Dean, Pastors 

Meeting You Again 
Isaiah 30.15; Luke 15.11-24 

Amy, Russ, Jackson, and Bennett Dean, August 30, 20091 
 

 It’s good to be home! In our 12 weeks away from you we have worshipped with other 

communities of faith. The music was inspiring and the sermons were compelling, but they were 

not you, and it simply wasn’t the same. Thank you for our time away. It was very good. There 

are no words to describe what we have experienced this summer. But we wanted to take part of 

this sermon time to share with you some of where we’ve been and what we’ve seen and what 

we’ve learned. 

Perhaps the most important thing about this summer was the time we spent – 

TOGETHER – the four of us. In writing our grant proposal to the Lilly Endowment, the first 

page of our 26-page document expressed our philosophy that in many ways our family has been 

in ministry together in this place – that we had given our family to this church, therefore, we 

hoped that our family would be the beneficiaries of this sabbatical time. We are so grateful to 

you for the time away, and we are so grateful to the Lilly Endowment for footing the bill! I know 

that our family has had the summer of a lifetime – not just in the exotic places we’ve been – but 

simply in the time that we have had together. Especially given the boys being at such formative 

stages of development, we know that this kind of time will not come to us again, and I can assure 

you that we did not squander one minute or one mile of it. 

Amy: We’ll try not to bore you with sermon illustrations, week after week after week, but 

we thought it would be inappropriate not to share a bit with you this morning. We’ve invited the 

                                                 
1 This was our first Sunday back in the pulpit after a three-month sabbatical, so the Dean family, who had shared the 
sabbatical time, also shared the preaching time. 



boys to join us so that we can, together, give you a whirl-wind look at our summer. It might be 

helpful to begin, just (as they say) by “doing the numbers.” 

Bennett: If you ask me what I did this summer, I’d have to say, in a word – I traveled! A 

lot! Mom and Dad began the summer on their motorcycle. Since there’s no room for Jackson and 

me on the Harley, they rumbled the first 300 miles on their own.  

Jackson: But from then on, it was the four of us together. Our first pilgrimage was to 

Plymouth, Massachusetts, and we went with my Grandparents in their van. Our car travel for the 

summer covered at least 3,288 miles. 

Amy: In nine separate airline flights we went about half way around the globe. 12,424 

miles to be exact. 

Jackson: Throughout Europe we used public transportation. And we think a conservative 

estimate of the mileage we covered in London and Paris and Madrid in that Double Decker bus 

and, under the streets in those European subways, and in three short, but heart-stopping cab rides 

through those busy streets (Bennett says all European drivers are) -- 

Bennett: CRAZY! 

Yes… in all of that public transit, we are sure we traveled at least 50 miles. 

Bennett: They’re CRAZY! 

 Jackson: The nicest digs we had during our travel were on a bus in Spain. Mom and Dad 

are too cheap to let us fly first class, but “Aunt Lilly” (as we came to call our grant money from 

the Lilly Endowment), Aunt Lilly did spring for First Class on that six-hour bus ride. With three 

other bus transfers, we saw at least 543 miles of terrain out those windows. 

 Amy: The fastest trip, on (and under) land was through the Chunnel; at over 100 miles 

per hour we covered the 250 miles from London to Paris quicker than even I could take a nap.  



 Russ: And the worst accommodations was aboard a romantic-sounding – not so romantic 

feeling – overnight train from Paris to Madrid. Had I known what I know now, I’d have changed 

my mind – but there wasn’t enough room to change your mind in that little cabin for four! (We 

all had to line up in the hallway just so each other could get in the bed.) And with a stop at least 

every half-hour all night long, I saw very little sleep in those 700 miles! 

Bennett: In Arizona, we saw 87 of the most beautiful miles you can imagine, as we rafted 

down the Colorado River into the Grand Canyon. And after hiking out of that big ditch once 

(that’s nine-and-a-half miles -- like, straight up!), we hiked back into another part of the canyon 

to visit the most remote town in the lower 48 states. This time we got smart and rode horses out – 

another eight rocky miles uphill. 

Jackson: In the Red Rock country of Sedona, we spent three hours in an inner tube, 

cooling off in the Verde River, and we covered the bumpiest fifteen miles of the summer in a 

Pink Jeep, bouncing across the back country. 

 Amy: But there’s no doubt how we covered the best of our summer miles. Our 

“Compostella,” that is, the official diploma, certifying our legitimacy as pilgrims on El Camino 

de Santiago, says we walked 111 Spanish kilometers, “a pie”: on foot. Add the rest of our hiking 

to the total, and we wore at least 120 miles off the soles of our boots. 

 Russ: And last but not least, if you count last week’s vacation mileage, the four of us 

being dragged behind our boat on Lake Greenwood on a ski, or on bare feet, or on that death 

trap, which is euphemistically called an inner tube, I’m sure you can add another 50 miles to the 

total,  bringing us to a grand summer tally of:  

ALL OF US: 17,838 miles. AND WE’RE GLAD TO BE HOME! 

 



 Russ: We’re not going to share a memory per mile this morning, but here are four brief 

reflections from across those miles. 

 BENNETT – I get to talk about Laughing... This summer my family and I laughed a lot. 

From Massachusetts to Europe and all the way to the Grand Canyon. There is one laugh I will 

never forget. We walked on the Camino with our friends Mr. Tony, who was blind, and Mrs. 

Kate. They were from England. From keeping hydrated we had to use the bathroom, a lot – or as 

I would say, “put out the fire” – if you know what I mean. So, Mom got to use the bathroom, 

aka, the woods first. While she was gone, Mr. Tony, the blind man, told a joke about a blind 

man. Just after I had started to tell him a blind joke of my own, Mom came back from the woods. 

The look on her face when she heard me telling Mr. Tony a blind joke . . . well, that wasn’t 

pretty! But we all got a good laugh about it. And that was only one of our many great laughs. 

So, do you want to hear my blind joke? 

A blind man walks into a store with his seeing- eye dog. He took the dog by the leash and started 
to sling the dog around his head. The store manager walks up and asked him, “What in the world 
are you doing?” The blind man responded, “I’m just looking around.” 
 

Mr. Tony thought it was funny – even if Mom didn’t! In all of our laughter this summer, 

we know that God was surely laughing with us. 

 

 Jackson: I get to talk about Seeing… Not looking, but seeing. On our trip, we were able 

to look at a lot of God’s big world and it wasn’t so much that we looked at Plymouth Rock, the 

Eiffel Tower, all the beautiful land on the Camino, the Grand Canyon, and even Lake 

Greenwood, SC, but because of the way that we travelled we were able to see it in a different 

way. We were able to see God in it. On our trip we did so much seeing that it changed our lives. 

We saw everything from a massive storm rolling in from the top of the Tour Eiffel to the most 



brilliant rainbow following that storm. And it was interesting to observe how other people see. 

For example, we were walking through some farmlands on the Camino when Mr. Tony, our 

blind friend, said suddenly, “They’re bailing hay to our left.” We stopped, looked, and finally we 

saw in a distance a farmer bailing hay. Who really sees everything? Only God sees everything.  

We lay down on our sleeping bags one night by the Colorado River (with no tent, which 

Mom did NOT like) and looked up at the stars (and the bats, which mom did NOT like!) and 

thought – WOW – now that’s something to see. I thought about the fact that in Charlotte you 

cannot see THIS. And then to add to beauty of that moment, Dad read from Psalm 8: “O Lord 

our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth . . . When I see your heavens, the work of 

your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have established, what are human beings that you 

are mindful of them?” And in that moment I thought:  most people look; some people see, but 

only God sees everything. 

So do you look or do you see? 

 

 Amy: I get to talk about Singing… We sang our way through the summer – you’ve heard 

this morning two of the songs we sang in churches and cathedrals and on the trails of our 

journeys. Make a joyful noise unto the Lord (Psalm 100) - we did indeed. My favorite singing 

moment was actually on my birthday. It was our third day of walking the Camino, with about 30 

miles under our belt, our guide told us about a 12th century church that was beautiful, but a 

couple of miles off the Camino path in the middle of nowhere, Spain. She offered to drive us the 

few extra miles and then return us to pick up the Camino’s way. We agreed. We loved walking, 

but no need to take unnecessary steps when one has so many steps to take! There was a Spanish 

woman willing to give informal tours of the church, so our guide translated. Our small group had 



already heard us sing here and there along the way, and they requested that we sing in this 

church. So our guide asked the woman – even suggesting it would be a nice birthday present for 

me to get to sing in this church. Now up until this point, we were the only group inside. But now 

a crowd of 15-20 had gathered inside to look around. The Spanish woman got everyone’s 

attention and asked for silence as a song was sung. Everyone took a seat as if a concert was about 

to begin. The four of us looked at each other like – Oh no, this isn’t what we had in mind! But 

we went behind the altar area to the apse where the ancient stone building’s ceiling was dome 

shaped, and Bennett began – “Do not be afraid” – and we all came in – “Peace be still.” The 

sound of the harmonies hung in that space.2 When we finish they all applauded as if we were 

famous. And I noticed tears in the eyes of several people that I’m sure didn’t speak English. It 

was something about the music in that place that stirred their souls and there was no need for 

translation. And then I noticed tears in the eyes of our walking companions – none of whom was 

very religious. It was something about the music in that place that transcended belief. And I 

believe it was the best birthday I’ve ever had. 

 

Russ: Laughing. Seeing. Singing. These practices accompanied us, shortening every 

climb, deepening every moment. And though the vast majority of the nearly 18,000 miles we 

traveled was mechanically enhanced, if you asked me to characterize our summer, I might be 

tempted to say, “We walked.” 

Americans don’t walk anymore. Along El Camino de Santiago we walked with thousands 

of pilgrims. We engaged direct passersby, “Buen Camino” (which means something like, “have a 

good journey”), and had longer conversations with many. We met pilgrims from all over the 

                                                 
2 This is from a very short musical prayer that Russ wrote for our journey. We sang it throughout our summer, 
walking, riding, looking up at the stars on the bank of the Colorado River, in churches and cathedrals throughout our 
travels: “Do not be afraid. Peace be still. Peace, deep peace, be still.” 



world, but did not encounter another American. (Of course, there are American sojourners – 

that’s how we learned of this pilgrimage – but it is emblematic that we did not meet any.) We 

noted three years ago that there were no Americans on the hot and hard climb up the 9.5-mile 

Bright Angel Trail in the Grand Canyon. And apparently in the last three years Americans have 

lost no more weight and have gotten in no better shape, because Americans are still sparse on 

that dusty road. 

Our cities do not encourage pedestrian traffic. (Could you walk to your grocery store for 

this week’s needs, even if you wanted to?) Our diets of fast food, and faster fat, are hardly 

designed for walking feet. And our lifestyles are, on the one hand, too sedentary – we couldn’t 

unglue from the TV, the Wii, or the computer screen if we tried, and on the other hand, they are 

too frantic – walk? You must be kidding! I’m late… time to fly! 

No. We don’t walk. But we should. 

This summer the Deans walked. Not just 120 officially recorded miles, but we “walked,” 

metaphorically, all summer long. “Walked, in a relaxed manner.”3 Slowly. Deliberately. 

Intentionally. Methodically. Stopping to smell the roses… To eat the nettles and eels and 

octopus… Laughing at every turn. Singing into every destination. 

We need to learn to walk. It’s a very spiritual way to travel. 

 

When that young man found himself in the pigs’ pen, with a lustful eye to the pail of slop 

he had just fed the swine – and when, in a brief surge of sanity, he set his sights toward home – 

there were no planes, trains, or automobiles to take him. He set out walking. Jesus’ tale of the 

prodigal son is one of the best ever told. It has been mined for hidden gems across the disciplines 

– there is psychological truth and sociological truth, lessons for the family and for communities 
                                                 
3 One of the books Amy read during the summer was of the title: Walk in a Relaxed Manner. 



of every kind. But Jesus’ message was pointedly theological. Someone has said “Home is where 

they have to take you in.” I don’t like this definition. Prison, it seems to me, is where they have 

to take you in. Home is where they take you in – even when they don’t have to! 

Put yourself in the boy’s shoes, walk a mile in his sandals, for just a moment. Imagine 

what you are thinking with every step. Will my father take me in? He shouldn’t. Will he turn me 

away? Tell me he’s forgotten my name, cut all my pictures out of the family photos? That’s what 

he should do. But Jesus said that home is where they take you in even when you don’t deserve it. 

That gift of grace keeps coming up in Jesus’ teaching. 

Even when they don’t have to! 

The boy went away, with no obvious intention to return. But isn’t home, really, our only 

destination? No matter where we go, or why, no trip, whether pilgrimage or prodigal 

proclamation can ever be complete without returning, and in some way claiming home as our 

own, receiving the grace it has to offer. The cathedral of Santiago de Compostella was the most 

visible of our “destinations.” But the destination was really Santiago… de Charlotte – because, in 

truth, only now that we are back with you can we begin to know what it meant to go there. To be 

there. To have walked, together, in that setting. To have found what we were looking for, and 

more. To have experienced God in the journey. Anyone who wanders without returning… makes 

an incomplete journey. We all must reckon with who we are, where we’ve come from, why we 

left in the first place. We will never rest until we’ve come home. 

 

I suppose Jesus told his story for a lot of reasons, to convey all the truth that has been 

found in it. But his story reveals to us the very nature of God. God is not a father who could 

scratch our names from the family tree – no matter where we’ve been. Not the hard-hearted, or 



broken-hearted patriarch, who harbors his grudges, or who acts in so-called “tough love” to let us 

learn our lessons. Hardly. God is the warmth of an open-armed reception. A hearty “Welcome 

Home!” A celebration to beat all celebrations – especially when we deserve it not at all. God is 

found, where grace is offered. 

And that is home. 

When the Deans left here three months ago, we said, explicitly, that, like all pilgrims, we 

were setting out on our travels, not just for three exotic destinations, but in the hopes that along 

the way, step by step, we might find God. And we will testify to you that we did just that. But 

true pilgrimages are always filled with unexpected finds. In reading again the prodigal’s story 

I’ve found one more truth. It is this: as exciting as were our travels, as much as we did find God 

in the experience we have known, God will be most known to us, most evident, right here. In 

your welcome. Right here in this place we have come to call home. 

Thank you for sending us out. With your blessing. Thank you for welcoming us home. 

With your open arms. We can’t wait to meet you, again. In doing so, you will show us God. 

May it be so! 


