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B E F O R E  YO U  S TA R T
Man is made to journey. It’s in our bones to feel the call, a yearning 
to go. For it’s out there that we get to experience the unpredictable, 
the inspiring, the indescribable. Out there, we mature and change. 
Out there, we become our fullest selves.

Out there, we find home.
But in our present culture, more and more of us are getting 

stuck. Sometimes it’s fear. Often it’s confusion—especially because 
of all those promises our modern culture makes about finding 
esteem and security and comfort from created things: a job, a title, 
an accomplishment, a balance in a bank or brokerage account. So, 
instead of spreading sails wide and striking out for new horizons, 
we spend decades staring at the same old walls. And when those 
promises come up empty—and they always come up empty—we 
don’t know where to turn.

Well, I’m going to tell you where to turn.
My friend, it’s time to start thinking bigger.

  

As you read this book, you’ll encounter half a dozen nano-histories—
short profiles of six astronauts. Six fascinating mortal men. Six 
fearless and frail spacemen who undertook unthinkable journeys 
to unimaginable places but lived lives not unlike yours and mine—
lives mixed up between the yearning and the going and the stuck.
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Each astronaut here hails from NASA’s legendary Mercury, 
Gemini, and Apollo programs—from the midcentury golden days 
of the space age. These men went higher, farther, and faster than any 
human before or since. And their journeys to outer space provide 
fine opportunities to learn about the greatest journey any of us can 
ever undertake—the most thrilling of all adventures, the most fulfill-
ing of all expeditions: to go out there and discover the God of heaven 
somehow; to begin to develop a personal relationship with him; and 
to come home changed, ready to begin life on Earth anew.

It’s to this great journey that we must now turn. We must, that 
is, if we’re finally ready to live bigger lives. Lives ignited. Lives burn-
ing with energy and purpose, joy and peace, kinship and community. 
Lives beyond self-centeredness and self-doubt. Lives beyond bogged 
or beaten or benumbed. Lives “to the full” (John 10:10).1

Sometimes great journeys are literal; sometimes they’re figura-
tive. They always have a spiritual component but oftentimes physical 
components too. Noah jumped into a boat. Abraham hit the road. 
Moses marched into a desert. David and Peter and Paul—they each 
shared in multiple crazy cool adventures with God.

Hear and trust me. God’s inviting you into this kind of journey 
right now—even in the midst of your busy modern life. What is 
it? What will it look like? Well, that’s what this book is all about. 
What you hold in your hands is a practical field guide. It offers a 
path to follow. It comes fully equipped to equip you for the road 
ahead—helping you overcome objections and discover the journey 
that God’s handcrafted just for you.

So gather round, and let your God-given adventurous heart be 
roused by stories of daring and heroism. And be inspired to under-
take an odyssey of your own. If you do—if you go—you too will 
have stories to tell. And your life will never be the same.

I promise.

Justin Camp
San Francisco Peninsula
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The first astronaut nano-history comes in chapter 2; my 
story starts things off. And each chapter opens with a short 
piece of creative nonfiction. Because some details from the 
lives of these midcentury space travelers have been lost, I 
reimagined certain scenes, reconstructing them in ways that 
reflect the essence of actual events and qualities of their 
character. As you read these pieces, hunt for the themes rep-
resented therein. Those themes are what the corresponding 
chapters are all about. And at the end of each chapter is a 
section entitled “On Board.” With simple exercises, these 
sections turn the focus to you. Take your time with them. 
It’s these sections that will guide you along ancient paths 
toward freedom and goodness … and God.

© 2020 Justin Camp. Published by David C Cook. All rights reserved.

© 

Cop
yri

gh
ted

 M
ate

ria
l



HIGH FLIGHT

Oh! I have slipped the surly bonds of Earth
And danced the skies on laughter-silvered wings;
Sunward I’ve climbed, and joined the tumbling mirth
Of sun-split clouds—and done a hundred things
You have not dreamed of—wheeled and soared and swung
High in the sunlit silence. Hov’ring there,
I’ve chased the shouting wind along, and flung
My eager craft through footless halls of air …

Up, up the long, delirious, burning blue
I’ve topped the wind-swept heights with easy grace
Where never lark nor ever eagle flew—
And, while with silent lifting mind I’ve trod
The high untrespassed sanctity of space,
Put out my hand, and touched the face of God.

// John Gillespie Magee Jr., World War II pilot
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C
001

C A R B O N  A N D 
B LU E  S K Y  A N D  H O M E

A man fits shiny steel into a slot with a sharp click. He fumbles and 
finds the loose end of the belt and pulls, tightening it around 

his waist. He relaxes against the armrests and pushes his feet forward, 
stretching and pressing his sore body into the seat back. He settles into 
the void—into the nothing he needs to do for the next two hours.

He squeezes his hands into fists and opens them; he scans a cut, 
a scrape over there, and a small puncture from a thorn on his thumb. 
But his mind is somewhere else. 

Before long, twin GE engines crank and begin throwing four-
teen thousand pounds of thrust. He turns his head to the brightness 
of the window. Runway slips past. 

As the plane lifts into the air, the man straightens. His eyes sur-
vey the seats in front of him—the bulkhead, the overhead bins, the 
seat belt signs. But his conscious mind registers none of it.

He closes his eyes and feels the increased g-force in his chest. 
Way more dramatic, though, is the increased gratitude in his heart.

I’m a son.
A close friend sits beside; another across the aisle. But he holds 

on to his words. It isn’t a moment for conversation. He just rests in 
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2 0

fullness. The fullness of a trip home. The kind one experiences return-
ing from a sacred journey—from a place not marked on any map.

Opening his eyes after a few moments, he looks again out the 
window. He watches rural Montana blur as it gets farther and farther 
away.

The world seems different somehow. Bigger. More wonder and 
opportunity. But safer too.

Is this how things were supposed to be all along?
With his gaze still on the land below, the man’s attention drifts 

inward, backward. His mind settles on a few specific moments, a 
few precious moments, only hours ago on the north face of a low 
mountain. A volcanic peak among several rising together—the tallest 
reaching about three thousand feet. A cluster of small islands floating 
in a great prairie sea.

He summons the smells, the sounds, his view from where he’d 
taken cover in front of a scrubby tree. He sees the view north across 
the border into Canada, west across the land of the ancient Blackfoot 
to the ragged, mystical peaks of Glacier National Park.

The airplane bumps and climbs, but he enjoys a moment of 
stillness—soaking in love and recalling his experience, hunting for 
mule deer, in the presence of God.

He and his friends covered a lot of miles on this trip, carbon 
bows in hand. But there were long hours of silence too—and prayer. 
And this man isn’t much used to that. His friend, though, the one 
seated next to him, had challenged him to embrace the solitude—to 
make use of it.

He stifles a chuckle as he thinks about their conversation a cou-
ple of weeks back about the solitude this kind of adventure offers. It’d 
started with the recollection of words from an old hunter long gone: 
“The best camouflage pattern is called ‘Sit down and be quiet.’” 

His friend had surprised him then by saying that he takes advan-
tage of his sit-down-and-be-quiet time by praying, hour after hour. 
It sounded daunting. But it piqued something too. Because God had 
been awakening something in the man’s heart of late, he recognized 
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it for what it was: an invitation. Into what, he didn’t know. But he 
accepted it and spent the better part of a week hiking, running, 
crouching, crawling, and talking to his Father God.

They’d hunted in the mornings, starting out before dawn, and 
in the afternoons, staying out until after dark. And through it all, he 
did his best to remember to pray—and listen. 

Those prayers—mixed with some adventure, the wonder of 
God’s creation, and a respite from the demands of home—worked 
to put the man in a position that was mostly unfamiliar. It was a 
position—a spiritual posture—that allowed him to receive more. It 
put him into position to have a fresh encounter with God himself 
and with God’s outrageous love. 

And it was undeniable. Over the course of those days and over 
the trails in those mountains, he’d heard whispers. Whispers from a 
good, strong Father to a beloved son. He’d felt God’s love in the rocks 
and slopes and trees and skies. In the sound of frost under his boots. 
In the kiss of afternoon breeze on his face. In the hand signals and 
knowing looks exchanged by friends in the field and the laughter and 
meaningful conversations back at the lodge each evening.

And then the man really felt his Father’s love on that final 
morning—when it all happened. When he experienced the oddest, 
most unexpected thing. When he, from beside that scrubby tree, 
encountered that improbable and magnificent white-tailed buck.

The man knew—before, during, and afterward. He just knew 
that he knew. After having spent four days close by his Father’s side, 
he just knew it in his heart.

That place and those moments were gifts just for him.
Once the memories and sensations have run their course, the 

man closes his eyes. Deep within, underneath the sound of the 
raging turbofans, he does something he’s never done before: he con-
siders what he knows for sure, the things he can hold fast to in this 
crazy world. He counts and considers them. Things he’s experienced. 
Things he’s been told by people he trusts. Some things he’s read. He 
turns these truths over and over and around.
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There aren’t many. And most involve God. Because he follows 
God and always has, in some way or another. He can’t remember a 
season when he didn’t go to church. Even in high school and college 
and his postcollege years, when the culture of the world directed his 
steps. Even then, he’d somehow find his way to church. Most of the 
time, at least, if not always on time.

So he’s heard lots of sermons—and until now, he thought he 
knew all the most important things there were to know about God.

But this right now. This is something different. This is new.
And I don’t want to lose this.
Exhilaration eclipses peace as it becomes clear that he’s going to 

have to contend with a brand-new truth—one that’s very likely to 
become the most important of all.

The aircraft continues its ascent, pushing toward the ragged clouds 
above the grasslands becoming foothills becoming mountains—and 
this brand-new truth descends, pushing down, down from his head, 
down toward his heart.

Chasing that beautiful deer, back there and below, was amazing. 
It was one of several dozen great experiences he’s had in his forty-plus 
years. We weren’t even looking for whitetail! But that isn’t it. The truth 
headed for home is this: this man’s God in heaven loves him. Him. 
Not all humans, with him thrown in, as he’s always thought. But 
him. And he always has. A lot. Way more, in fact, than the man could 
have ever imagined.

As he sits there in seat 8D, exhilaration gives way to true joy 
as his heart grasps the fact that God had been dreaming about this 
very day for eons, that he handcrafted the details of it in breathless 
anticipation, that he delivered each instant with precision and delight. 
And that he did it all with the pure and singular purpose of giving 
his boy a sense—just a sense—of how much he’s loved. This small, 
undeserving son of God.

The man sits still, comfortable in the uncomfortable seat, and 
revels in outrageous love.
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2 3

I never want to lose this.
The jet bounces and lurches and breaks through the thin layer 

of clouds into bright sky above. Sun glints off the fuselage; contrails 
stream from the tail. And this new truth sinks deep into the dark 
reaches of the man’s heart, brightening things there.

He’s starting to see God as his very own Papa.
He’s beginning to see himself as Papa’s beloved son.
And he knows somehow that this is the beginning of some-

thing big.

  

That was me. Awestruck, heart aflame, but at peace too. And at 
home—though still a thousand miles from my physical home in 
Northern California.

Have you been there? Does this story resonate? Do you know 
God with this kind of longing and satisfaction?

I confess, until recently I couldn’t relate. And I know most 
churchgoing men in our modern world won’t connect with these 
words either. We’ll nod our heads about God’s love generally or 
theoretically. But we don’t know much about the scale of God’s love 
for each of us specifically, personally.

Something isn’t connecting.
Maybe you’re the exception. Maybe you’ve grown to know God 

as “good, good Father,” as the great song goes.1 Maybe you’ve grown 
to know him as someone who loves you so much, he can’t turn his 
adoring gaze away, no matter what you’ve done. As someone whose 
fierce love will never change, no matter what mistakes you’ve made, 
no matter what sins you’ve committed.

But most of us today don’t know him like that.
Because that would require a journey we’ve not yet made.
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God is Elohim—Creator of heaven and the earth. He is El Shaddai, 
El Elyon, and El Olam—God Almighty, Most High God, and 
Everlasting God. He is the Alpha and the Omega—the first and 
the last, the beginning and the end. These ancient names of power, 
drawn from the original languages of the Bible, are as true today as 
they have ever been.

But, just as much, he is Immanuel—God with us (all the time); 
and he is Abba—Dad, Papa (all the time). And we must get to know 
him in these intimate ways too. We must.

I will show you how.

  

Sunday mornings in my leafy hometown in Silicon Valley usually 
meant my family was at church. My mother, a Midwesterner, was 
tall and thin with ash-blond hair. A former teacher, she had a 
sharp mind and a soft heart. But most of all, my mom loved God. 
It was she who encouraged our church attendance—and gently 
enforced it.

Our church was medium sized, Presbyterian, and perched on a 
hill. I wouldn’t say it was thriving, but it had a certain momentum—
young families, a fine pastor, picnics, vacation Bible schools, pancake 
breakfasts, and Christmas Eve services lit by flickering candles. 

Our Sunday routine was simple. My parents would drop us at 
our classrooms, walk down the hill to the sanctuary, then return an 
hour or so later.

I was two years old when we arrived in California from Colorado 
and began this pattern. My sister was five. As we got older, my sister 
and I and other kids would start in the sanctuary, stay for part of 
the service, then head upstairs for the remainder of the hour. But in 
middle school, my parents offered us a choice: we could continue 
going to Sunday school or stay in the sanctuary for the entire service. 
We never went to Sunday school again, but we missed few sermons. 
Mom saw to that.
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2 5

Later, when I moved to Los Angeles for college, I continued 
going to church—sometimes with friends, mostly by myself. Then 
I met a girl. Her name is Jennifer. (We still go to church together, if 
you know what I mean.) 

After we graduated, we got married. And we attended church 
together most Sundays too—first in Center City, Philadelphia, then 
in Morningside Heights, Manhattan, then in Menlo Park, California.

During those years, sermons were my connection to God. They 
were my window into who he is—and who I was. And those sermons 
offered a ton of truth. I learned to look to the Bible as my authoritative 
guide, inspired by God himself. I learned that God exists as Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit. I learned that Jesus died sinless and rose again—
offering himself as a sacrifice, saving us from sin and death.

These are good truths. They went in deep, and for them I 
am supremely grateful. But not everything I learned was so great. 
Somehow those decades of well-meaning preaching also taught 
me—sometimes explicitly, sometimes implicitly, but always in 
ways I understood—that God often didn’t approve of me or really 
understand what I was going through. Those sermons gave me the 
nagging feeling deep down that he was disappointed—sometimes 
even disgusted—with what I was. With who I was. 

They implied in no uncertain terms that he wanted me to do 
better at following the rules. (I will; I promise.) They taught me that I 
needed to be a better person. (This time I’m going to be.) They taught 
me that I just needed to man up. (I will try my best.)

And with it all, something else became clear—that I wasn’t going 
to be able to deliver on any of my promises, not perfectly. Instead, a 
deep realization came, so quietly I couldn’t sense it was a lie. 

I’ve got to get better at hiding the less-than-perfect parts of me. If 
I don’t, I’ll never belong. Not to God. Not in this world. Not in my 
own skin.

And I wanted to belong. I wanted to be home. 
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2 6

I never doubted I was a beloved son—my mom’s. When I got into 
trouble in middle school and high school (and I did plenty), she 
stood with me. Her love never wavered. But it wasn’t like that with 
God. His love and acceptance always seemed to vary according to 
how I acted or failed to act. So, growing up and far into adulthood, 
rather than a beloved son of God, I felt more like an orphan.

Just so you know, God has taught me since that his is the only 
unconditional love there is—and that it was his love, actually, that 
was flowing through my mom. But I sure didn’t understand that 
at the time. Because while I’d heard a thousand stories of him, I 
can’t remember many from that season that revealed what his heart 
is really like.

So, for much of my life, I had a warped view of God—and 
myself. I didn’t know of his attraction and attentiveness toward me, 
uniquely, in every moment.

I didn’t know. And the omission stunted my maturity in every 
way. I became a striving man hiding nearly constant and medi-
um-level sadness and anger and cynicism.

Because here’s the thing: without an inkling of how much God 
loves us, even in our darkest moments, the good news of the gospel 
isn’t so good, is it? I mean, if God is disapproving and disappointed, 
sometimes disgusted, that’s actually bad news, right? It sure seemed 
that way to me. 

Yes, I thought, Jesus died for me. Yes, I’m going to heaven. But do I 
really want to? Do I want to spend all that time with someone like that? 
To go to a place run by a guy who doesn’t even like me—who maybe even 
considers me repugnant?

And repugnant was an easy jump. Because when I was twelve, a 
doctor told my mother she had leukemia. And with that pronounce-
ment (and the “everything’s now out of control” feeling that came 
with it), I grabbed the stick. I grabbed the yoke. 

I began trying to control everything in my life. And I did it in 
the ways my young mind could come up with: by dulling pain and 
fear with food and friendships and by breaking rules and questioning 
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authority. And when I got a bit older, it was with achievement in 
school and my careers—but with food still and then pornography too. 

God wasn’t the only one who sometimes thought I was repugnant.
So here’s what I told him: “I believe in you. But I’m going to live 

for something else. The world, quite frankly, offers news that’s better 
than yours. I hear culture telling me if I work hard, if I don’t screw up 
too badly, then I can find all the security and comfort, peace and hap-
piness I’ll ever need. Praise and respect too. If I’m lucky—maybe lots.”

And I told God, mostly with my actions, “If you won’t stand 
with me when I struggle, if you won’t have my back when I mess 
up—as any good father should—then I’ll father myself. I’ll protect 
and take care of myself.” And I did. I tried, at least. And then in my 
twenties, I told him, “I’ll protect and take care of my family too.”

It’s up to me. My strategies. My solutions. Because I’m alone.
But then, around my forty-third birthday, my Father in heaven 

apparently decided it was time to do something about my beliefs 
(which, by that time, had become worn) and with my vows (which, 
by then, had become overworked).

And what he did—honestly but figuratively—left a big, smok-
ing hole in the ground.

  

A few months prior to that trip to Montana, I’d asked a question 
that had seemed fairly ordinary. In prayer one Tuesday evening, I 
asked God whether there were any lies I was believing about him or 
about myself. And in the silence that followed, my mind settled on 
a specific conclusion I had reached in the weeks and months after 
my mom’s long-ago diagnosis. In prayer I pictured myself back then, 
alone in my bedroom just after my parents had relayed the doctor’s 
news, my young mind landing here: God must love me less.

As an adult in my forties, I’d learned enough to know—on an 
intellectual level, at least—that my youthful conclusion was inaccu-
rate. But it still somehow stuck, and it still felt true, even years later, 
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2 8

as I sat in that chair with my eyes shut, my imagination surrendered 
in prayer.

So, in that moment, having had enough of those old feelings, I 
decided to renounce my long-ago conclusion. I told God, simply, I 
didn’t want to believe it anymore—not about him, not about me.

And I said “Amen.” And promptly forgot about it all.
But God didn’t.
Looking back, I can see it now. That prayer was the first step in 

a grand expedition—a pilgrimage into God’s heart. It marked the 
start of a great journey, one that included a hunting trip but would 
become so much more. It was the beginning of the kind of odyssey 
we all must undertake if we want to experience true intimacy with 
God.

An Odyssey—like the one in that old Greek tale about a legendary 
adventurer. His was a journey for the ages—gods and monsters. But 
you know what? 

All he really wanted was to find his way home.
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