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The U.S. Poet Laureate, Donald Hall, told the story of a hermit who lived in the 

mountains of New Hampshire.  The man became a hermit due to a troubled upbringing, a father 

who was an abusive and violent drunk, too impoverished to care for his two children.  In 

response to the poverty of his childhood, the son grew up and started to save everything. He 

collected nails and newspapers and empty wasps’ nests.  And he kept it all until he died, leaving 

behind a house and sheds full of hoarded items.  Hall tells of people going to this hoarder’s 

paradise and starting to wade through the quantity of stuff until in one of the sheds out back they 

found a box labelled “string too short to be saved.”  Sure enough, inside the box was string that 

was too short to be used for anything, string too short to be saved.1   

For those who are not hoarders, it’s easy to chuckle and shake our heads and think, “why 

would anyone keep string too short to be saved?” But, if we’re being honest, all of us have a box 

of it.  And I don’t mean literally – although we may have that too.  We all have a stash of useless 

moments from the past, grievances we keep with us: the tiny slights, the small rejections, the 

memories of rude comments or dismissive behavior, the petty resentments.  And every once in a 

while, we open the flaps of the box and draw out that snarky comment that is still so good at 

getting our blood to boil.  We know keeping the embers of that comment burning doesn’t serve 

us well, that it serves no good purpose, but it is so hard to throw out string too short to be saved. 

And it is just as hard to try to move forward while carrying a box of it.   

In a different rural area – this time in Georgia – in a different decade, Barbara Brown 

Taylor tells of moving to a large expanse of land that she shared with a herd of cows.  “The first 

thing I noticed about them was that they were pure white.  The second thing I noticed was how 

predictable they were.  With a hundred acres at their disposal, they had worn narrow paths across 

those acres to their favorite watering holes, shady spots, and clover patches.  When they wanted 

to get from one of those places to another, they lined up single file and followed the tracks they 

had made across vast expanses of pasture.  Some of these tracks were no more than eight inches 

wide, which is about one-fourth the width of a cow.  Yet the cows knew exactly where to put 

their feet, even without looking.   

“Since I soon found myself following those same tracks when I walked the land,” 

continued Taylor, “I think I understand something about why the cows use them.  In most cases, 

the tracks mark the shortest route from point A to point B.  Where they do not, that is because the 

cows have found ways to get where they are going without expending too many calories….  For 

my purposes, the most valuable thing about the tracks is that I can see where I am putting my 

feet.  This is important when you share the land with rattlesnakes and groundhogs as well as 

white cows.  So I understand the use of narrow paths through wide swaths of unpredictable 
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territory.  I do the same thing when I drive to work, taking the shortest route with the lightest 

traffic, even when that means I see the same sub-developments and strip malls every day.”2   

If it’s hard to move into the future carrying a box of string that’s too short to be saved, 

it’s equally hard when walking the same cow paths we’ve been treading for years.  Going over 

and over the same places, calling on the same habits, taking comfort in the nostalgia of how 

we’ve always done these things.  It’s hard to move into the future carrying one box of grievances 

and another box of nostalgia.  I am convinced that one of the reasons we don’t set down these 

cumbersome boxes, one of the reasons we cling so tightly to the past is because living in the 

unknown of the present feels a lot like getting lost.   We prefer the known geography of the past.   

But we don’t worship a God of cow paths.  We worship the God of Abraham and Sarah.  

The ones who were sitting on their couch at home – the same couch they had sat on for their five 

or six decades of marriage, the same couch Abraham had sat on for his seven + decades of life, 

the same couch which itself was sitting on the land that Abraham’s parents had lived on (this is a 

“cow path couch”) and sitting on that couch, they feel God stirring.  We can’t stay here.  We 

can’t stay in this same place we’ve always been.  God’s calling us to go somewhere new. 

Where? We can imagine their nephew Lot asking.   

We don’t know, but I guess we’re going to find out.   

Don’t you love that the Bible gives no credentials for why God chooses Abraham and 

Sarah “except their willingness to get lost.  They were not young.  They were not spiritual giants.  

All they really had going for them was their willingness to set off on a divinely inspired trip 

without a map, equipped with nothing but God’s promises to be with them.”3  And don’t you 

love that they don’t come back at God, at the One who nudged them to get off the couch, with a 

pile of excuses?   

They don’t dig into their box of nostalgia and say: For many years, God, we have sat on 

this couch in this house on this land.  This is the couch where my mom snuggled me to sleep as a 

baby, where we nap after Thanksgiving dinner.  It’s so comfortable and familiar.  

Nor do they pull out a piece of string too short to be saved.  Sarah doesn’t say: My 

mother-in-law is always making snarky comments about how I’m not loyal enough to this family.  

If we move now, it’s just going to reinforce all the bad things she already thinks about me.   

But the spiritual practice of relenting from the past, of refraining from these kinds of 

excuses doesn’t come as naturally to us as it did to them.  I’ve recently started the practice when 

I hear someone saying something along these lines – or, less reliably, when I hear myself doing 

the same – of asking for a date.  When was it that your mother-in-law threw those barbs at you?  

How long ago did the church do that thing that you miss so much?  It’s fascinating to realize that 

the comment that feels so fresh and raw was made 12 years ago.  That the event I miss so much 

was created for the world that existed two decades ago.  I encourage you to try it this week.  

Anytime you start to air a grievance or you take comfort in nostalgia, assign a date to it.  It will 

start to give you a sense of how much you’re listening for God’s voice today – or, how much the 

noise pollution from yesterday is drowning out God’s voice. 

But Abraham and Sarah don’t make any of these excuses.  Instead, they stand up off the 

couch and move forward, away from the familiar cow paths of their past and into a future that 

feels a lot like getting lost.  But it also feels a lot more like being alive, as Taylor realized while 

wandering all those acres around her home.  “Because once you leave the cow path, the 

unpredictable territory is full of life.  True, you cannot always see where you are putting your 
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feet.  This means you can no longer afford to stay unconscious.  You can no longer count on the 

beat-down red dirt path making all of your choices for you.  Leaving it, you agree to make your 

own choices for a spell.  You agree to become aware of each step you take, tuning all of your 

senses to exactly where you are and exactly what you are doing.”4  ReLenting from the past is 

one of the quickest ways to feel alive, to claim that abundant life Jesus promised us.   

Of course, Jesus doesn’t talk about cow paths.  He talks about wine.  And he talks about 

torn clothing.  You can’t treat me like a patch on the tired, old garment of your existing life, he 

says.  It simply won’t work.  I don’t want to patch the holes of your life.  I want to give you a 

whole new life.  But that can be awfully hard to receive when our hands are full, holding the 

boxes of nostalgia and string too short to be saved.  Amen.   
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