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(This is a summary of the devotional message delivered by SMA Executive Director, Rev. Jim Hengstenberg at the 
NOMADS Reunion in Hope AR June 23, 2005) 
 
                 We might learn something about nomading from the prototypical nomad in the Bible, Abram.  The 
twelfth and thirteenth chapters of Genesis tell the story of God’s call of Abram and the promise made to the 
patriarch:  Leave your country, your relatives, and your father’s home, and go to a land 
that I am going to show you.  I will give you many descendants, and they will become a 
great nation.  I will bless you and make your name famous, so that you will be a blessing 
(Gen. 12:1-2).  Abram’s action of taking to the road illustrates some common characteris-
tics with us as NOMADS. 
                 First of all, Abram’s clan moved and built, moved and built.  As they traveled 
doing God’s will, they would regularly stop and build altars, holy places to demonstrate 
God’s leading and power.  The Bible also depicts Abram’s nomads with very normal hu-
man personalities, and in verses 10-20 of chapter 12 we see the story of Abram in Egypt, 
“selling” his wife Sarai to the pharaoh and pretending she is his sister in order to keep 
himself from being killed (The same story is told in chapter 20, with King Abimelech being 
the sucker-ruler.).  Abram’s nomad clan, deceptive and human as they were, moved and built in response to 
God’s call, and in the process they grew in size and assets, becoming the great nation God promised. 
                 As they moved, built, and grew, I can imagine Abram dealing with disparate, human personalities of 
all types.  One might say, “I don’t want to travel to the west, I only want to go to the east.”  Another might say, “I 
only want to go the most beautiful oases in the desert, and I want to stay there.  Somebody else can go to the 
other places we need to go.”  Another might say, “Father Abram, I don’t like the way you’re building that altar.  
Do it my way, or I’m going to leave early.”  Or one might say, “I’m going to arrive two days early so I can save 
money on camping, even though they won’t be ready for me yet.”  And I can imagine Abram responding to each 
whiner, “It’s God’s work, not yours.”   
                 I can hear Abram’s nomads complaining, “I don’t want to work on this altar with Abdul, and if I can’t 
have it my way, I’m leaving the clan.”  Abram would say, “It’s GOD’S work.”  And when nomads would 
threaten, “You’re a terrible leader, and I’m not willing to work with you,” Abram might say in frustration, “IT’S 
GOD’S WORK!” 
                 Our NOMADS organization moves and builds in response to God’s call.  When we renovate Lodge 
#2 at Potosi Pines, it’s God’s work.  When we complete a 2-story, 2400 square foot lodge at Lake Junaluska, 
it’s God’s work.  When we repair the homes of poor widows in FUMC Eustis, it’s God’s work.   
                 Like Jake and Elwood, the Blues Brothers, we’re on a mission from God, not a trip of personal con-
venience.  And, like Abram, we’ve grown.  We are no longer the same small family we were in 1988, as brutally 
unsentimental as that sounds.  NOMADS is now an organization with significant reputation and assets.  The 
way we do things has to change.  Now we have several organizational maintenance tasks that weren’t so im-
portant in the “good ol’ days.”  The safety of our members on projects is more critical than ever before.  And the 
financial security and safety of the organization is more critical.  Guidelines and rules are necessary.  Liability 
concerns are significant.  As we’ve become larger, leadership quality and succession are more important than 
ever, and “span of control” is important.  Collecting money from a church and using it however you chose may 
have worked in the past, but today it raises significant risks to the entire organization.  So we have a structure 
on how to handle donations properly.  As we grow, communication is more difficult and even more necessary. 
                 Finally, the unifying element of our organization is our identity as United Methodists.  Of course we 
welcome persons of other denominations.  Of course we care about projects of other denominations…because 
we’re United Methodists.  At the same time, because we’re United Methodists, we have more than enough 
United Methodist projects to focus on without accepting projects of any needy church or organization we come 
across. 
                 Like Abram, NOMADS move.  Like Abram, NOMADS build.  Like Abram, NOMADS disagree.  As 
with Abram’s nomad clan, the work we do is God’s work. You make a difference.  You are a blessing to those 
you serve.  You have become a great organization.  You will have descendents who follow your missionary 
work just as you follow those who’ve gone before you.  Thank God for NOMADS.      
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