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The Less I Know 

 

This week I was watching the late Anthony Bourdain’s Parts Unknown, a show that 

chronicled his travels throughout the globe, learning about the people and culture of a 

place through its food. At the beginning of this particular episode about South Africa, 

Bourdain reflected, “So a good friend of mine, and a really great travel writer said, ‘The 

more I travel, the less I know.’ I feel that strongly here in South Africa, a place I came to 

in a state of total ignorance loaded with preconceptions.” 

 

These words resonated with me as I thought about my recent experience traveling to 

the Standing Rock Reservation for our pilgrimage. I knew I was stepping out into the 

unknown. I had preached about it a week before we left for North Dakota. I had 

worked hard to prepare our youth for this kind of journey. I thought I had prepared 

myself, as well. And when we arrived at the camp, out in the middle of nowhere, a 

place already more rustic than any of us were used to, which two days earlier had been 

hit by a tornado, and then being told we were spending the night out there by 

ourselves, I said to myself, “What in the world have I gotten myself, gotten these young 

people into?” Those first couple of days were a struggle for all of us. It didn’t feel like 

we were being gently prodded to step out of our comfort zones, but more like we had 

been given a swift kick in the rear end! 

 

Throughout the journey I came to realize that I had so much more to learn about our 

land, our nation’s history and the not so glorious parts of it, the indigenous peoples and 

the historic trauma they still carry generation after generation. I had so much to learn 

about my fellow travelers, about myself and encountering the sacred in an unfamiliar 

landscape. On day two, I was talking to Deacon Sloane, who started the camp with her 

husband, also the priest on the Reservation. I was listening to her tell me about the 

history of the camp, and the mixed blessing having to rely on outside groups to keep it 

going, groups that came in every summer trying to tell them how to run their camp, 

how to fix it and them. With pride I told Deacon Sloane how I had spoken to our youth 

about this very temptation and that we were not here to fix them; but be in relationship 

and partner with them in ministry. I said that we even used different language to 

describe our trip. We called it a pilgrimage. As soon as this word came out of my mouth 

she interrupted me. “Emily you can’t use that word around here.” I looked at her 

puzzled. “White people,” she said, “from the East coming out to a Native American 



Reservation as pilgrims.” Oh, my God! It had never dawned on me that this language 

which we are so comfortable using to describe our sacred journeys is loaded with 

meaning that can be hurtful to others. So much I had to learn. I had stepped foot on 

Camp Gabriel in a state of total ignorance loaded with preconceptions. Each and every 

day my ignorance was tested; and my preconceptions were turned upside down. 

 

We hear this morning in scripture that the Israelites are struggling out in the desert. It’s 

been two months since their flight from Egypt. They’re hungry. They’re thirsty. They’re 

bone tired. They’ve been promised the promised land, flowing with milk and honey. 

And instead they’re in this godforsaken land. The middle of nowhere! What in the 

world are we doing out in this wilderness, they complain incessantly to Moses. Even to 

the point of catastrophizing. We’re gonna die out here! We’d rather be back in Egypt. 

Then we hear about some of the crowd who witnessed the miraculous feeding of the 

5,000, who were fed themselves from the five loaves of barley and two fish. Now they 

are searching for Jesus. Clamoring for him. His miracles. Wanting him to prove to them 

who he is. Wanting him to become the King and Savior made just for them, in their 

image. They don’t get it. But they’re not alone. Throughout John’s Gospel, the crowds, 

the religious and political authorities, even most of the disciples don’t get it. As one 

biblical commentator puts it, “the Gospel of John is a veritable symphony of 

incomprehension.” The amazing thing is that in the incomprehension, the complaining 

and the catastrophizing, in the sheer ignorance, miraculously manna appears every day 

to sustain God’s people. Jesus feeds those who are hungry, feeds them with bread and 

fish, but also through relationship with him. Even when they fail to get him and his 

message, Jesus continues to show up and offer them himself and life in him. 

 

Like all great journeys it was our experiences of common struggle that formed us as a 

group on the prairie of North Dakota, the crazy stories, which became the stuff of 

legend for our little, intrepid band. Piled into a van with our suitcases, the scooter, and 

grocery bags of ramen noodles, Lucky Charms and bananas we were attempting to flee 

the prairie storm just over the horizon. As the winds and rain began pelting the van, 

Anthony, the youth leader from St. Paul’s couldn’t get it started. The key was stuck. 

And once he wrenched the key free the ignition column came with it. Well, at this point 

who do you think began the catastrophizing?!! We’re never gonna get out of here! 

Peppered with a few other choice words. Of course, we did manage to make it out of 

the storm thanks to our young people stepping up and not panicking. Transferring me, 

the scooter, all our stuff into another van with only a couple of doors that opened in the 

height of the storm. We made it to our promised land, the casino hotel. And now we say 

that experience defined our group and emboldened us to welcome every other moment 

with courage, determination, laughter and humility. 

 



My time at Camp Gabriel taught me so much. It taught me that there is so much I did 

not know. What I hope I hold on to the most is the same lesson the Israelites learned in 

the desert and all those who kept following the enigmatic Jesus. Not knowing 

everything can open your heart to the mystery of God’s grace, mercy and love. 

Embracing what is right before you, rather than clinging to what you believe should be, 

can give you the freedom to behold the beauty and wonder of life that otherwise you 

may have missed.  

 

I hope that as each of us travels along our own journeys we can find the courage to 

know less and thus to experience more. Amen. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


