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What people are saying about 


WanderLOST 


The Scripture says that we work out our salvation with fear and trembling. It’s not about a moment… it’s about a movement of the Spirit in us. WanderLOST is a beautiful story, a tremendousglobal-adventure kind of story, of one man’s salvation being worked out with fear and trembling. Sims asks all the right questions. He gently invites you to ask them with him. He travels the world and brings you along. He offers the hope he has found with a humility that invites you to ponder with him where you have found hope. This is one wanderer sharing with the rest of us where he found home. One hungry traveler telling us where we can find food. One young man in the wilderness telling us where there is a source of good water.


Shane Claiborne, Activist, Author, founder – The Simple Way


WanderLOST ushers the reader into an authentic adventure – gently asking questions along the way while pointing us toward hope and sustenance for the journey. Through the years, Sims has proven himself to be a strategic thinker, committed to relationships... innovative and ever-willing to grow himself as a leader and follower of Christ. These qualities are evident throughout WanderLOST. I appreciate all that was poured into this story and trust there will be many who benefit from both his candor and humility.


Gary Haugen, Founder/CEO – International Justice Mission


WanderLOST is a story about one man’s outer adventures and inner journey, but it is also a story which gets at the very core of what it means to be human. As Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn stated, “The battleline between good and evil runs through the heart of every man.” As a key component of this battle, Sims boldly confronts our modern understanding of what it really means to be free. In doing so, he asks us to question those things in our lives which keep us from reaching for that deeper freedom which can only emerge from a right relationship with our Creator. This is a story which asks us to recognize our own finiteness and insufficiency to do anything beyond radically loving those “others” placed in our midst. This is the best kind of story, not just because it is interesting and relatable, but because it is true.


David Eubank, Founder/CEO – Free Burma Rangers


In WanderLOST, Sims tells a globe-spanning story of a young man’s search for a life that counts for something. It’s his own story, recounted with an appealing vulnerability and straightforwardness, and it takes us to places as varied as the Middle East, West and East Africa, Latin America, Southeast Asia, and the United States. Through telling a wide range of experiences, this story forces the reader to grapple with fundamental human questions: What is freedom, and what is justice? What gives purpose to life? And what does it mean to surrender to this purpose? For anyone like Sims who, through his international work for human rights and development, has been immersed in the realities of how much of humanity lives, these questions are anything but theoretical. Nor should they be for the rest of us in a deeply interconnected world.


Peter Mommsen, Editor-in-Chief,  Plough Quarterly 


J. Daniel Sims is the kind of storyteller thinking travelers want to hear from. In WanderLOST, he offers the kind of deeply insightful and timely message which can only be born out of an adventurous life. Yet, he is also suitably vulnerable – flawed, self-aware, funny, torn by true love – you know, just the guy to make the hours fly by in any bug-eaten corner of the world. What’s more, he offers a convicting account of how easily us Western travelers can despoil the places and cultures we come home raving about. Through his immersive storytelling and trenchant observations, Sims will keep you turning pages all night under your mosquito net. WanderLOST broke my heart and shone a ray of hope. I highly recommend it.


David Kopp, Founding Editor, Convergent Books, Penguin Random House


In WanderLOST, Sims tells a story that is so particular it becomes universal, especially for the traveler or the globally minded Christ-follower. But anyone who has searched for meaning, identity, or community will find in him a fellow seeker. At times hilarious and at times heartbreaking, WanderLOST is at all times compelling.


Elizabeth Trotter, Executive Editor, A Life Overseas


WanderLOST is a reflective tale of adventure and spiritual growth so honest that it critiques its own motives and the very essence of adventure itself. Having taken the ideals of young adventurous American life to their extreme ends, Sims offers a well-articulated contemplation of the shortcomings of such a life. He has a unique way of penetrating right through a story to reveal its depth of importance and pinpoint the greater meaning, underlying motive, etc. I found myself applying his takeaways to my own similar experiences and tearing up at his revelations and fresh interpretation. In sum, it is a book you can’t put down but also can’t resist processing the implications as you go.


Brant Copen, Executive Director – AIM, India


Mr. Sims, thank you for your kind and interesting note. Sadly, I currently lack the time to make honest work of review writing. Thus, I am honored by your request but must humbly decline. Yours sincerely.


Wendell Berry, Novelist, Poet, Essayist, Activist, Farmer
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In Finite and Infinite Games, James P. Carse states enigmatically, “If we cannot tell a story about what happened to us, nothing has happened to us.”


This book tells a story about what happened to me. It is dedicated to my dear friend Jeremy Shull – whose own story was so beautifully told that it spoke truth into my life.









The man with the clear head is the man who... looks life in the face, realizes that everything in it is problematic, and feels himself lost. And this is the simple truth — that to live is to feel oneself lost — he who accepts it has already begun to find himself, to be on firm ground. Instinctively, as do the shipwrecked, he will look round for something to which to cling, and that tragic, ruthless glance, absolutely sincere, because it is a question of his salvation, will begin to bring order into the chaos of his life. These are the only genuine ideas; the ideas of the shipwrecked. All the rest is rhetoric, posturing, farce. He who does not really feel himself lost, is without remission; that is to say, he never finds himself, never comes up against reality. 


Jose Ortega y Gasset 









Section 1


The wind in my face 









Chapter 1 


There is nothing quite like looking, if you want to find something. You certainly usually find something, if you look, but it is not always quite the something you were after. 


J.R.R. Tolkien, The Hobbit


The aging Toyota Hilux jolts, groans, and surges forward as it slams roughly into third. It is in this moment when the magic hits. Physically, today, the magic takes the form of a thousand million bits of sand, the warm, rich odor of petrol smacking me in the face as I squint and grin into the rising sun and soft wind of a picturesque Arabian desert.


The simple physicality of this moment is not fully pleasant in its own right. The sun is just a bit too bright. The sand burns a little and gets caught up in my teeth; the truck heaves and lurches across uneven terrain. The roll bar along the back of the cab is rust-rough. In spite of the mild discomfort and slight risk of tetanus, gripping it tightly is a must in order to remain upright.


The physical sensations aren’t all bad, though. The ever-changing portrait steals breath away, revealing itself as the canyon yawns open to a sea of dunes and rock features. It is novel and stunning and unlike anything you might stumble across in “normal” American life. At this moment, the temperature is just right. The sun brings warmth as much as glare to the cool desert morning. The bumps in this road are over soft sand as we hurtle deeper into the desert sun and growing wind.


Yet this moment, this magic, is so much more than the physical sensations which define it. The possibilities are endless as the wind races through hair and skin and lungs in the back of a speeding truck.


The feeling is hard to pin down. Yet, it is central – the intangible inner core of that thing driving me and others like me ever onward.


Fear is certainly a part of it, an initial reaction to such experiences. Clinging tightly to the decaying roll bar of an aging truck at speeds approaching reckless on “roads” of less than DOT-approved minimum grade is a bit unsettling, to be sure. For the rational, grounded rider, this is the moment where you think back to your single interaction with the driver and wonder whether he is indeed old enough to be qualified for this task.


And perhaps, as he continues his rough-handed assault through the gears – flying now over hills, around curves – your stomach starts to turn with uncertainty as much as nausea. Maybe that’s where it ends for you. You hop out at your destination, decide “enough is enough,” and thank God you lived to tell the tale.


However, for me, and perhaps many others of my ilk, fear is only the beginning. We are on a frenzied metaphysical quest which transcends the rational, a lost and wandering hunt for some abstract “ultimate” ideal. We are straining beyond reason – beyond reality itself – toward the mirage of becoming something new, something other than our finite selves through these moments of wind coursing through hair and lungs.


And what is fear in the face of such a grand, self-actualizing adventure? It is but one in an endless sea of barriers as we yearn for a glimpse of the deeper longings, ethereal urges driving us deeper into this desert and others.









Chapter 2 


When I was very young and the urge to be someplace else was on me, I was assured by mature people that maturity would cure this itch. When years described me as mature, the remedy prescribed was middle age. In middle age I was assured that greater age would calm my fever and now that I am fifty-eight perhaps senility will do the job. Nothing has worked. 


John Steinbeck, Travels with Charley in Search of America


My first glimpse of these ethereal urges came from the back of another truck, this time an oxidizing Ford, flying across a wide patch of West Texas clay.


I was 4 years old and propped up on the decaying roll bar in my dad’s arms. Looking back now, the driver’s age and skills weren’t in question. Though I doubt Jose had a license.


In fact, it would be another decade before Jose grasped in his hands so much as a documented right to work on this patch of clay. But immigration status hadn’t stopped him from becoming part of my family or moving his own north to Pappaw’s farm. Jose skillfully managed the land and, by our reckoning at least, had found a better life here.


As we tear across the pasture – the wind lifting me above the lowly plains and particularities of mere childhood – an indescribable feeling overtakes me.


In my mind, nothing holds me back – though my father’s strong arms certainly do.


In my heart, the possibilities are infinite and all doors open – the limiting reality of life and the choices I must make are not yet clear.


In my soul, mine is a globally shared experience – the isolating nature of my biases and blind spots remain obscured.


I do not yet realize it, but in this moment, I am, in fact, at the pinnacle. In the grand story of humanity, my material advantages are unprecedented. I am privileged, precocious, healthy, white and male. I am wrapped in the embrace of a loving family. This family has been supported, propelled, lifted for generations by the sweat, ingenuity, and tireless good humor of other cultures both seen and unseen.


And the pinnacle is more than mere birthright. It is also that intangible core, that unarticulated urge, that whisper of something yet to be attained.


The racing tires and these strong arms and the wind in my face encourage me in language I can’t yet fully process, but know deeply as a simple fact. For me, in this moment, as much as any time or place in history, the possibilities to transcend and achieve and conquer and explore are indeed endless. This “truth” is so real to me it almost screams as a universal.


What I feel, what I know, what I am offered in this moment amongst countless others through the coming decades is a uniquely American dream.


This otherworldly illusion is a phenomenon and a feeling and an essence which guides and pushes and puffs us modern, wealthy, westerners up at every turn. A concept whose true meaning we’ve turned and twisted and all but forgotten, but which drives us forward across plains and deserts, and oceans and mountains, and patches of west Texas clay with a ferocity and ease never before seen.


In a word – freedom.









Chapter 3 


I sensed there was a great difference between unfettered personal license and real freedom. 


Bruce Springsteen 


My mind darts back from this early Texas memory, through the intervening three decades of wind and truck rides and freedom unbridled across six continents and well over 70 countries, to today’s little adventure. Here, in the back of this truck in Wadi Rum, Jordan, I am driven by the same urges. Yet, the empty promise of a lifetime at the pinnacle of human history is driving cracks in my understanding of it all.


More than anything, mine is a story about these “cracks.” It is about the non-linear, often unconscious project of learning that you don’t have all the answers. It is about the gradual acceptance that everything in life is problematic; that you will never learn how to put all the pieces together. It is about the humility which dawns as you realize the depth of your ignorance runs far deeper than you can ever hope to fully grasp. It’s about wrestling with the tension of knowing you must continue to try.


The pinnacle, to me, embodies just such a “crack,” a poorly understood but deeply felt moment for a fortunate few. From this pinnacle, we overlook while lacking the eyes to truly see the deep cracks and crevices – the oppressive history which brought us to this summit. And, as our place at the pinnacle blinds us to the reality below, it also fills, lifts, and often crushes us with the vast potential and perceived mandate to summit and conquer anew; to customize our lives; to choose.


Choice is an idol for many in the ascendent demographic of my generation, and we choose like none before us – imagining ourselves free and dislocated from the chains and constraints of the past, of our own histories, of reality itself.


Each of us grasps, to varying degrees, the gravity of this moment. Each of us responds to this call to choose in our own way.


Yet, this trend, this worship of choice, extends beyond the wealthy and beyond the millennial generation. Traces of it are found throughout our broader culture. Regardless of the political identity or topic of discussion, modern Americans love throwing around terms like “freedom,” “rights,” and “liberty.” Whether we’re right, left, or center, so much of our worlds are consumed and defined by these concepts. Our underlying assumptions about “freedom” get elevated to the status of culturally accepted truths as the cracks lie willfully disregarded below.


But what does that word “freedom” even mean? 


If you asked me what freedom meant a few years back, you would probably hear some variant of the word “choice” or “possibility.” To me, freedom meant the option to pick and do what I wanted, to customize my life how I saw fit. Freedom meant to live uninhibited by the burden of being told what to do by another, to exist autonomously, and to be liberated from the obligation of being tied to a given thing.


I hunted this mirage of freedom through travel – via truck rides and flights and jostling informal buses – to the world’s great luxury resorts, deserted beaches, bustling cities, small quaint villages, and gorgeous mountain passes.


I sought liberty via vocational pursuit – taking advantage of this odd moment in history where a small number are privileged by the opportunity to align careers closely with skills, interests, and maybe even passions.


I deified choice in pursuit of niche expertise verging on snobbery each time I fancied myself a budding connoisseur of single origin coffee, local craft beer, organic kale, kombucha, or kimchi.


I fumbled for individuality and self-definition by customizing my life via the American Gold Standard of material acquisition – buying continuously more and better cars, homes, clothes and the like. Yet it was not always in the acquisition itself, but in the customization of those things acquired – curating, designing my home, possessions and virtual life – that I developed a sense of self I wished to portray to the world.


I dreamt of this “freedom” only semi-consciously at times but always buffered by the historical blanket of violent systems of power and privilege. These systems – built by the various, insidious techniques of the modern world – offer a “crack” blinded material prosperity to people like me while smothering the aspirations of billions of faceless others.


As I reflect on this lost, wandering excuse for a life story, I am constantly confronted by the enormous volume of time and energy I and others around me devote to our disembodied visions of self. In this moment, at the pinnacle, we are consumed, driven, and blinded by our superficial choices as the world groans under the weight of our cherished “freedom.”









Chapter 4 


There are no unsacred places; there are only sacred places and desecrated places. 


Wendell Berry, Given


The sky is stark blue, cloudless; the landscape enormous and uniform. The wind and the jolts of the truck’s momentum are the only real indicators that we are in motion.


As I try and fail to grasp the novelty and grandeur of this moment, I silently wonder to myself. Is this it? Have I now attained this “thing” we call “freedom”? If not, if it is more slippery than something you can grasp via experience or acquisition, then what am I seeking here, racing across the desert? 


And what is it that drives these others sitting beside me? 


That’s right. It is not just me in the back of this aging Toyota Hilux, romantically imagining and realizing conquest of an exotic, virgin desert landscape. There are eight others crammed in this truck bed with me. Perhaps I forgot about them as I stood, blocking their view, their moment in the sun, their time to pretend they are truly exploring with the wind in their faces.


Perhaps, I forgot about them because I have blinders on. I have been running headlong in focused pursuit of such experiences for so long. For a solid decade, I’ve been on and off the road, racking up explorations and stories and pictures and countries.


Sometimes these “others” are visibly with me on the adventure. Increasingly, their presence is obscured by the deceptive veils of space and time as my yearnings take me further and further from the “beaten path.” To be clear though, mine is not an uncommon quest. Regardless of whether I see them or not, I am not alone in this adventure.


That is just not how life works, particularly in our globalized, interconnected, twenty-first-century existence. This is not an individual adventure; nothing really is.


The story of tourism, viewed honestly, is a cultural conquest.
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The place and people of Wadi Rum know this story as well as most. This desert valley was a former outpost of the Roman and Ottoman Empires and later a colonial territory of the once expansive British Empire. The Bedouin people of Wadi Rum – split today by an arbitrary border between Jordan and Saudi Arabia – now face perhaps the greatest challenge yet to their way of life.


Each day, dozens of trucks just like mine roll through the once desolate hills and dunes. These trucks bring tourists eager to take their small piece of this history and land which once stood remote, apart.


And this time, the conquest, the betrayal is deeper. It is led by the Wadi’s own people – fueled by the money pouring in and the promise of what those resources might bring, but never do. Tour by tour, day by day, they trade an old way of life for the fragmentation and false promises of a world beyond.
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As I wrap up my token camel ride around the quintessentially Instagram-perfect desert landscape, I realize I’ve seen it one too many times. I don’t want to be part of this story for these people any longer.


To this tragedy amongst others, I view myself now as fully “woke” – even though I am certainly far from it; even if the cracks are so deep I can’t fully see what “woke” really means; even if “wokeness” itself is just one more label I’m hoping will carve out and validate my identity to a world I still think cares.


In the end, I may still be sleeping but my eyes are open and my stomach turns at the systems to which my choices contribute in my daily, “normal” life at home and out here on the road. Yet, all the awokeness, er, awareness in the world doesn’t itself produce the character necessary to be different.


“Perhaps,” I lie to myself for the millionth time, “the problem is once again here in this place. Surely, it is not with me. Maybe, a better, more ‘authentic’ experience will heal me and set me free from this mess.”


So, with my privilege and my money and my inexplicable, unprecedented American ability to be everywhere and nowhere all at once, I hop out of this rusted old truck – into my rented SUV – and head north.









Chapter 5 


Men go abroad to wonder at the heights of mountains, at the huge waves of the sea, at the long courses of the rivers, at the vast compass of the ocean, at the circular motions of the stars, and they pass by themselves without wondering. 


Augustine of Hippo 


A few hours later, I pull off King’s Highway toward the small village of Dana and am surprised to encounter the first dirt roads of my trip. A few kilometers further and I arrive at the “visitor center”; a lean-to structure with a platform at the end, gazing out over a ridiculously beautiful valley below. Or, I should say, the skeleton of a platform. The crew hadn’t deemed it necessary to include floor planks on the viewing deck which shot out 1500 feet above the yawning canyon floor.


Not fully unaware of the irony, I still can’t resist a quick selfie which I’ll gleefully post later.


Just down the road is Dana village, the gateway to Jordan’s largest National Park. Instead of a refined industry of hip cafes and craft markets and tour guides and ticket salesmen, there are crumbling stone buildings perched along the canyon rim. A cobblestone main street with just a few aging cars leads to a single hotel with an open roof restaurant, a great view, and no other guest in sight.


For a single dinar, I grab some water and a quick chat with the proprietor. In the absence of a thousand screaming TripAdvisor reviews ranking the relative merits of the various options, the manager offers me some local guidance in the direction of a particularly good hike. I follow an 8-mile jaw-dropper around the canyon rim to the astonishing overlook at which I now stand.
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Gazing out across the vast wadi, taking in the array of colors, the scale and physical beauty and the silence, I finally glimpse that elusive wonder which good travel always brings, but is increasingly difficult to find.


Ultimately, it is the silence – broken only by the soft chiming of a goat’s bell off in the distance – which brings it home for me. The power of this silence emanates from the rare yet satisfying knowledge that another tourist is unlikely to intrude on my moment.


At this point, after all this travel, only when I am alone can I effectively imagine that I’m truly exploring. Silence implies that I am, for once, alone, for once, truly “free” – or, at least, truly blind to a more complete view of reality.


Arriving at this place of solace and freedom and blindness required a small bit of risk as well. Not physical, mortal risk to be sure. Jordan is a very safe country. Rather, it was the risk of stepping into a small void beyond the long arm of social opinion.


There was no such void present at the Roman Amphitheater in Amman, or the ruins of Jerash, or the Monastery at Mt. Nebo, or the lavish resorts of the Dead Sea. There was certainly no void, no risk of disappointment venturing to the “lost” city of Petra of Indiana Jones fame nor to Wadi Rum, the desert motif which birthed Lawrence of Arabia.


All these places were well reviewed, gushed over by travel bloggers and Instagram influencers, thoroughly overrun by some combination of touts and more sophisticated tourist money extractors. All were definitely worth the hype, but there was no question, no mystery as to what I’d experience in each place given the enormous digital footprints left by the most recent (predominantly millennial) wanderlusting passersby.
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To be fair, Dana is not unknown. It is not truly off the beaten path. Honestly, it is still probably one of the top attractions in the country, but its fame has not yet reached the frothing, selfieriddled apex of the others.


I also have to be honest with myself as I enjoy this moment of travel nirvana. I must be clear in this “risk” I describe. Finding this moment was not truly difficult nor did it require much in terms of “travel skill.” I don’t speak a word of Arabic. Because of my job, I have a basic grasp of the complex political dynamics which face this country. I know a few things about Jordan’s rich history, culture, and economy. Yet prior to arrival, I had never heard of its major attractions beyond Petra. I knew no locals to serve as a guide, nor did I employ one during my 4-day weekend of travel to Petra, Wadi Rum, and Dana.


The crazy thing about my general lack of preparation is that none of it mattered because of the trail of digital footprints left behind by previous travelers.


Granted, it is a small country (about the size of Connecticut) with great roads. Nonetheless, to experience all that so painlessly with no knowledge or skill whatsoever?


Literally anyone could do this. More to the point, in a world such as ours, when things are that easy and look as attractive as this place does, then everyone from “the pinnacle” will do it.


For the future thriving of the particular people who hail from this land, that is a scary prospect.
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As I reflect here and soak in this moment of freedom and silence and beauty, I am struck by what my heart yearns to do. This is it. This is the dream, the goal, the apex of what travel is and should be. An impromptu decision, a village chock full of history and character, a conversation with a local to learn a bit about the place and get their advice, eyes opened to a stunning new experience and perspective. This moment, for me, is a perfect embodiment of that expressive individualistic mirage of freedom via exploration. 


There is a significant part of me that wants to share it. In my desire for connection with others, I want them to experience this place, this feeling, this moment exactly as I do. In my desire to distinguish myself from others, I also long for it to be known that I had this experience, this moment, this conquest. In a sense, I lust credit for discovering this place; being changed by it, being better for it.


I hope to believe – and I strive for others to see – that I seek authenticity and beauty and solace in a shallow, hectic material world. I need to announce my conquest, my victory to the world, or at least those around me.


But therein lies the paradox. If I do share and post and if everyone else does as well, this place will become like all the others. The pure becomes spoiled, and we must seek the conquest anew.


In this moment, I’m comparing Dana to the Bedouin tourist paradise of Wadi Rum. But it could just as easily be any other place which combines cultural eminence with physical beauty – Macchu Pichu, the Pyramids of Giza, Mt. Kilimanjaro, the Grand Canyon, French Riviera, and Angkor Wat amongst many others.


The story is always the same.
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Once upon a time, there was a group of people who lived in a specific place with a particular culture and a unique way of life. 


At some point, outsiders discovered this specific place and shared the news back home. Over time, other wealthy outsiders began to find the place and its meaning significant or exotic enough to seek out experiences there. 


Far, far away from the people who lived in the specific place, increasing pockets of wealth in other countries and a growing awareness by rich people of this “special exotic place” combined to bring about a new reality. In this new reality, more and more relatively wealthy outsiders were able to experience this particular place and pay its people a pittance for that experience. As they did, they developed a new cycle which brought even more people and their money. We call this cycle tourism. 


The influence and money affixed to tourism caused a tectonic shift in the way of life for this people until their culture wasn’t so particular, their way of life not so unique. But at some point, the tourists themselves stopped caring so much, or maybe they never even noticed at all. The place and the history themselves had become symbols, abstractions which now held meaning and value in the far away places. And so the tourists kept rolling in. 


At the end of this cycle lie the overcrowded roads and alleyways of touts, commercial businesses, and tour companies all selling, surviving off superficial reproductions of elements of that thing which once was. Along the way, the in-flux of tourists and money raised the base standard of living somewhat. However, this lift was likely not enjoyed equally across the community and perhaps created divides which did not exist before. 


In the end the community gave up – not fully out of choice but not fully against their own will – an old way of life in exchange for dependency on a system of tourism which seeks to universalize the particular and doesn’t give a damn about them in the end. 
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Now, take this story and multiply it by something called the internet and by an entire generation of bored, anxious, wealthy kids desperately seeking significance and authenticity in a world devoid of either. What you get is the above story reproducing on a massive scale the world over at a pace that would make your head spin.









Chapter 6 


I can only answer the question ‘What am I to do?’ If I can first answer the prior question ‘Of what story or stories do I find myself a part?’ 


Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue


In the same way I didn’t want to “find myself a part” of that story for the people of Wadi Rum, I don’t want to be part of this story for the people of Dana and their epically beautiful, still unscathed Wadi. 


The bigger story, the cycle is out of my immediate control. Yet, as with all such systems, we each play a small role regardless of our relative awareness.


Travel – particularly international travel – is not a light treading activity. It is immensely costly – monetarily, environmentally, and otherwise.


As I travel more and more, I’m increasingly aware of and confused by the often harmful systems I both feed into and benefit from as a visitor from a rich country. I’m often struck by the disproportionate effect my actions are somehow able to have on the economies, ecologies, and human lives I encounter.


It is these human lives, the people we meet on the road, which are the hardest to remake in our own image. We may effortlessly, subconsciously reshape their lands with little more than Instagram posts and TripAdvisor reviews. However, a people are not conquered so easily, so silently as a place.


As our unwitting conquest to remake communities and individuals in our own western image falls short, we slowly begin to resent some differences between “theirs” and “ours” while embracing or glorifying others. Resentment gets us nowhere, of course. But neither does glorification of ancient communal narratives which we cannot authentically inherit and will never truly understand.
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It was a long day in the bed of that truck back in Wadi Rum. In just over 7 hours, we stopped at nearly a dozen desert sights on the “circuit.” We climbed up to Lawrence’s Spring, where the famed “Brit of Arabia” first found water. We saw the petroglyphs, hiked through slot canyons, and stopped to gawk at rocks shaped like mushrooms, bridges, and elephants.


It was all spectacular. Honestly, it was too much to absorb in a single day, but I had to be back in Amman for work on Monday.


For the night, we stopped to rest at an “authentic Bedouin camp.” There was a delicious local meal, an epic sunset, and a desert glamping campsite. At the end of the evening, we gathered around a fire to talk with our guides and members of the tribe.


“No, no one really lives in the desert anymore. We all moved to the village a few decades back,” answers Marok, an older gentleman and leader of this tour company. “It is just easier now and that is where there’s work.”


“Don’t you miss it?” asks an Australian girl from our group. “I mean, the way it was before?”


Marok pauses to think and says slowly, “Well, yes. There are elements. I appreciated having my children at home to help with the chores and tend the sheep. This is how my people always lived and yes, I miss it, but there is no going back now.”


“But now your children can attend school, right?” she asks.


“Yes, in fact, we have no choice in the matter. School is mandatory and it draws them away from the village once they are grown.”


“So, they are able to find new jobs and choose what kind of life they want? That’s great!”


“Well, they can choose, but not to live the way we did before.”


Silence.


This conversation is not unlike others I hear on the road. The traveler wants to remember how things were in yesteryear. We want a piece of the past. Yet in the end, we cannot bear it. The irreconcilable inconsistencies behind a romanticized past are too much for us. We seek only a stylized western conception of things which once were.


We long nostalgically for the picturesque particularities our culture has long since eschewed in the name of “progress” and “freedom.” Yet, as we catch a glimpse, we are confronted again by our nagging insistence to read the universal into our specifically western late-modern cultural paradigms.


And this is not solely the domain of naive, adventure-seeking backpackers.


[image: image]


Of course, cross-cultural engagement is about more than imposing and coercing and shaping narratives. It is about learning and reflecting and considering what to apply and what to abandon in our communities back home.


For this reason, amongst others, travel is not an unmitigated evil. Despite what these initial chapters may seem to imply, condemnation of travel (or other wealthy western millennial pursuits) is not the moral of my story. I do think the particular combination of these “things that we do” can work together to contribute to systems well beyond our grasp, implicating us in realities we probably wouldn’t like if we could only see them unfold.


Yet here we are at this unique moment in history where a lucky subset of people is able to move and live basically without restriction. Getting paid to do so with regularity is almost too much to fully grasp.


In a sense, this is great. Travel offers unprecedented opportunities to expand the mind. It relieves us from the ignorance of the particular and the parochial even as it fails to provide a universal answer to that particularity. It endows us with a love and an awe for place, for culture, for experience outside of (and often contradictory to) our own.


Through exposure to places, cultures, and experiences slightly less whitewashed than our own, we might just stumble a step or two closer toward real fulfillment and significance and maybe even toward that elusive thing we call truth.


This, though, is the hard part of travel, the seeing of things through a different lens, the learning to live honestly with new knowledge of differing perspectives, beliefs, experiences. For, even in the midst of the very act which makes this enlightenment possible, we fight against its potential good.


Faced with the discomfort of difference – of cultures incompatible with our own – we all too often use our resources to pad our travel experiences, and, back home, our very lives from such painful uncertainty.


Travel, if there is a chance for it be anything more than a wasteful exercise in self-indulgence, must resist, must consciously effort not to find ease. Rather, it should embolden us to wrestle with the tension and the discomfort and the uncertainty we see to the point where we begin to glimpse that beautiful horizon of recognition, respect, and empathy of people, culture, and place not our own.


If we are open and lucky enough, some moments of this journey might just test this posture of empathy more than others, bending and re-shaping our worldviews and identities, shaking our conceptions of who we are and what we do to the very core.
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