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What does it look like when our faith hits the road? Where do we go & 

what do we do when our travel is driven by faith? According to a recent report, it 

often looks like, “A giant ark, [or] a Bible wax museum.” That’s often how it looks 

when Americans Take Their Beliefs on Vacation.1 It looks like the booming 

industry of religious tourism.  

One of the icons of this booming industry is a recent attraction called the 

Ark Encounter, which is just what it sounds like: a life-size replica of Noah’s ark. 

Visitors to the Ark Encounter are treated to a spectacle described on their website 

as “Bigger Than Imagination.” 2 After all, it’s not every day you walk the decks of 

a primeval ship the size of nearly two football fields.  

And it doesn’t stop there. Bc if you’ve ever dreamed about combining the 

birth of our Lord & Savior with the catastrophe of a primeval flood, then pack your 

bags bc you’re in luck. This year you can also experience “Christmas time at the 

Ark Encounter.” Imagine the glow of holiday lights as you ice skate with loved 

ones in the shadow of Noah’s Ark. As a side note: I’m not sure how much they 

thought about that imagery, but doesn’t it send the wrong message if people are 

celebrating outside the Ark? The whole point is being rescued inside the Ark. Isn’t 

that where you’d want to celebrate if you take it seriously? 

                                                           
1 https://www.usatoday.com/story/travel/destinations/2018/11/27/religion-tourism-ark-encounter-creation-museum-

bible-walk-wax-museum/2115302002/ 
2 https://arkencounter.com 
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And believe me, creators of the Ark Encounter take it very seriously with 

educational materials explaining, “how all the animals fit on the ship as well as 

how Noah and his family survived the flood.” Because according to the Ark 

Encounter, “those beliefs are what draw people to the attractions.” And they’re 

right. In just two years since the Ark Encounter opened its doors to the world (pun 

intended) they’ve welcomed more than 2 million visitors to a place not exactly 

known for its tourism: Northern Kentucky. 

One religious tourist said this; she said, “It’s important for me for my 

children to see the size of the ark and see how possible it was for the animals to go 

on the ark.” She said, "I know that there's a God, and I want them to understand 

that what he wrote is true.” Education is a serious part of the Ark Encounter, along 

with its sister attraction, the Bible Walk wax museum. The Director of the wax 

museum said their educational materials are designed to create an, "atmosphere 

where people can feel the love of God.”  

Let’s use that vision as we turn to our readings on this Fourth Sunday of 

Advent. The booming industry of religious tourism is designed to create an 

atmosphere where people can feel God’s love. Amen. Let’s support that vision 

with all our might. But it begs the question: what kind of education actually 

allows us to feel God’s love? At the Ark Encounter there’s a tight connection 

between the size of a boat and the truth of God’s word. Physical size & divine truth 
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are tightly connected. That’s how visitors are allowed to feel God’s love. But I 

wonder; I wonder how that kind of education compares with our readings.  

After all, Scripture may share the same vision as the Ark Encounter, but the 

atmosphere looks very different. In Luke’s Gospel, the Visitation of Mary & 

Elizabeth includes no massive attractions or special lights. We’re not educated 

with objects that are bigger than imagination. If Mary was interested in religious 

tourism she would have gone to the Temple just up the road from her aging (and 

probably unexciting) relatives. But that’s not how the mother of our Lord is 

educated in God’s love. 

Instead of attractions bigger than imagination, Mary’s education is focused 

on humble trust in God. That’s the atmosphere where she meets God, where she 

feels God, where she knows God. “Blessed is she who believed that there would be 

a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord,” (Lk. 1.45). Blessed is she 

who believed without large spectacles. Blessed is she who humbly trusted even 

when she couldn’t see how God’s promises were possible. “Mary is ‘blessed’ 

because she believed in,” God’s power, “to give life where there was none.”3 

 If there’s any connection between Noah & Christmas it’s this: God 

creates life where there was none. That's the connection. God creates life. Noah, 

Mary & Elizabeth are all bearers of God's life in the midst of brokenness (for 

                                                           
3 Wright, N.T., Small Faith, Great God. 
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Noah) or barrenness (for Elizabeth & Mary). If a massive replica of a primeval 

ship can carry that message, all the better. But here’s my concern. The very act of 

constructing & maintaining enormous theme-parks sends a very different message. 

A theme park is about our ability to construct attractions. Scripture is about 

God's ability to create life. And if we care to sharpen the point we could say: 

theme parks only exist for the rich or the relatively well-off, but in Scripture God 

creates life for the least, the lost, and the worst-off. Theme parks create a different 

atmosphere, and so they risk creating a different God.  

You see, Christian education isn’t about removing doubt. At least, that’s not 

the main focus. The main focus is encountering the living God who creates us 

& sustains us. Religious theme parks attract us with size. They exist as statements 

of power to remove doubt. Scripture creates a different atmosphere. In Scripture, 

encounters with the living God don’t necessarily remove doubt. Mary probably had 

all kinds of new doubt after her encounter with God’s angel; doubts about the 

security of her marriage and her future. Encounters with the living God may not 

remove doubt, but they do increase humility. Bc genuine encounters with the 

living God invite us to receive new life as a gift.4 

Mary’s Magnificat, her song of praise, invites us into an atmosphere that 

breaks us open to the surprising and subversive God of new life; the God who 

                                                           
4 Cf. Planning for Rites and Rituals, Year C, p. 26 
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scatters the proud and brings down the powerful, who lifts up the lowly and fills 

the hungry (Lk. 1:46-55). “When the promises of God come to fruition, people will 

have enough to eat; the rich will no longer exploit the poor.”5 That’s how Scripture 

creates an atmosphere to know God’s love. We’re invited into the humblest and 

lowest places where God’s life is received as a gift. It’s an atmosphere we find all 

over Scripture.  

Today the prophet Micah reminds us that God’s greatest King (David) came 

from the humblest place (Bethlehem). Micah invites us to feel God’s love in the 

humblest and lowest places. And he reminds us that whenever God raises up a new 

rescuer, he’ll do it the same way. God’s never looking for better marketing or 

bigger attractions. The atmosphere in Scripture is always the same. God’s love is 

known in humble & lowly places where God’s life is received as a gift.  

When you get right down to it, God’s love is never fully known by our 

journeys to massive attractions. Divine love is fully known by God’s humble 

journey to us. That’s the message of Hebrews; that we know God’s love in a 

person, Jesus, who has come to us in humility (Heb. 10:7). Jesus says, “I have 

come to do your will,” (Heb. 10:9). And when he comes, “He abolishes,” all 

religious spectacles or attractions, “in order to establish,” an atmosphere of 

humility and trust. We’re perfected, “through the [humble] offering of the body of 

                                                           
5 Levine & Witherington, The Gospel of Luke, p. 42. 
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Jesus,” (Heb. 10:10). And then we thank God with our own journey of following 

Jesus.  

So now, let’s go back to our question at the beginning. What does it look 

like when our faith hits the road? Where do we go & what do we do when our 

travel is driven by faith? I wonder if it looks like this. I wonder if it looks like a 

family in Toledo, OH who recently noticed something on their drive to church.6 

They noticed a 4-foot weed growing from a crack in the curb. A light came on. 

They decided to make that weed a focus of new life. It was simple. They just, 

“added two pieces of tinsel and moved on.” That should’ve been the end of it, but 

their humble act generated more life for the entire community. Once the tinsel was 

up, the game was on. Others, “pulled over to add [their own] decorations.”  

The weed soon attracted a following. It became known on social media as 

the Toledo Christmas Weed, and then something really surprising happened. 

“Charitable donations began piling up, including warm clothing, blankets, and non-

perishable food.” Eventually the city “installed official [collection] bins … just to 

contain the contributions.” The Toledo Christmas Weed now has its own Facebook 

page with 10,000 followers who post things like the following: “This makes me 

happy and proud to be in a community where simple genuine things … can bring 

                                                           
6 https://www.npr.org/2018/12/19/678144491/a-weed-grows-in-toledo-and-residents-hang-their-christmas-hopes-

upon-it 
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us together.” And, “May every town be blessed with such a weed :-).”  

I don’t think the Toledo Christmas Weed will ever welcome 2 million 

visitors, but I’m sure it’s creating an atmosphere where people can feel God’s love. 

Not by confronting them with massive attractions that remove doubt. It doesn’t 

work that way. The Toledo Christmas Weed works more like the prophet Micah, 

directing our attention to the humblest places in our world. It works like Mary’s 

Magnificat, breaking us open to the surprising & subversive God who lifts up the 

lowly and fills the hungry. It works by inviting us all to humbly receive whatever 

new life God’s love is bringing to birth. Amen.  


