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The Rucksack 

 

2 Peter 1.19 “You will do well to be attentive to this as to a 

lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the 

morning star rises in your hearts.” 

 

First, note that this is not my story, and some of you may 

have already heard some version of it. But it is something that 

I wanted you all to hear. It is a story from a high school 
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history teacher in a gritty, working-class town in Pennsylvania. 

It’s a modern-day parable. And so, the author wrote: 

“I locked the classroom door. The metal click echoed like a 

gunshot in the sudden silence. I turned to the twenty-five high 

school seniors staring at me. They were the Class of 2026. They 

were supposed to be the “Zoomers,” the digital natives, the 

generation that had everything figured out. 

But from where I stood, looking at their faces illuminated 

by the blue light of hidden phones, they just looked tired. “Put 

the phones away,” I said. My voice was quiet, but they heard it. 

“Turn them off. Not silent. Off.” There was a grumble, a 

collective shifting of bodies in plastic chairs, but they did 

it. On my desk sat an old, olive-green military rucksack. It 

belonged to my father. It smells like old canvas and gasoline. 

It’s stained. It’s ugly. For the first month of school, the 

students ignored it. They thought it was just “Mr. Miller’s 

junk.” They didn’t know it was the heaviest thing in the entire 

building. 

This year’s class was brittle. That’s the only word for it. 

You had the football players who walked with a swagger that 

looked practiced. You had the theater kids who were too loud, 

trying to drown out the silence. You had the quiet ones who wore 

hoodies in September, trying to disappear into the drywall. The 
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air in the room was thick. Not with hate, but with exhaustion. 

They were eighteen years old, and they were already done. 

“I’m not teaching the Constitution today,” I said, dragging 

the heavy rucksack to the center of the room. I dropped it on a 

stool. Thud. The sound made a girl in the front row flinch. 

“We are going to do something different,” I said. “I’m 

passing out plain white index cards.” I walked the rows, placing 

a card on each desk. “I have three rules. If you break them, you 

leave.” I held up a finger. “Rule one: Do not write your name. 

This is anonymous. Completely.” “Rule two: Total honesty. No 

jokes. No memes.” “Rule three: Write down the heaviest thing you 

are carrying.” 

A hand went up. It was Marcus, the defensive captain of the 

football team. A giant of a kid, usually cracking jokes. He 

looked confused. “What do you mean, ‘carrying’? Like, books?” I 

leaned back against the whiteboard. “No, Marcus. I mean the 

thing that keeps you awake at 3:00 AM. The secret you are 

terrified to say out loud because you think people will judge 

you. The fear. The pressure. The weight on your chest.” For five 

minutes, nobody moved. They looked at each other, waiting for 

the first person to crack. Then, a girl in the back — Sarah, 

straight-A student, perfect hair — picked up her pen and she 

wrote furiously. Then another. Then another. 
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Marcus, the football player, stared at the blank white card 

for a long time. His jaw was tight. He looked angry. Then, he 

hunched over, shielding his paper with his massive arm, he wrote 

three words. 

When they were done, they walked up, one by one. They 

folded their cards and dropped them into the open mouth of the 

rucksack. It was like a religious ritual. A silent confession. I 

zipped the bag shut. The sound was sharp. 

“This,” I said, resting my hand on the faded canvas. “This 

is this room. You look at each other and you see jerseys, or 

makeup, or grades. But this bag? This is who you really are.” 

Then I took a deep breath. My own heart was hammering. It 

always does. “I am going to read these out loud,” I said. “And 

your job — your only job— is to listen. No laughing. No 

whispering. No glancing at your neighbor to guess who wrote it. 

We just hold the weight that you all are carrying. Together.” 

I opened the bag. I reached in and pulled the first card. I 

unfolded it. The handwriting was jagged. 

“My dad lost his job at the plant six months ago. He puts 

on a suit every morning and leaves so the neighbors don’t know. 

He sits in his car at the park all day. I know he’s crying. I’m 

scared we’re going to lose the house.” 

The room felt colder. I pulled the next one. 
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“I carry Narcan in my backpack. Not for me. For my mom. I 

found her blue on the bathroom floor last Tuesday. I saved her 

life, and then I came to school and took a math test. I’m so 

tired.” 

I paused. I looked up. Nobody was looking at their phones. 

Nobody was sleeping. They were staring at the bag. 

I pulled another. “I check the exits every time I walk into 

a movie theater or a grocery store. I map out where I would hide 

if a shooter came in. I’m eighteen and I plan my own death every 

day.” 

Another. “My parents hate each other because of politics. 

They scream at the TV every night. My dad says people who vote 

for the ‘other side’ are evil. He doesn’t know that I agree with 

the ‘other side.’ I feel like a spy in my own kitchen.” 

Another. “I have 10,000 followers on TikTok. I post videos 

of my perfect life. Last night, I sat in the shower with the 

water running so my little brother wouldn’t hear me sobbing. I 

am more lonely than I have ever been.” 

I kept reading. For twenty minutes, the truth poured out of 

that green bag. “I’m gay. My grandfather is a pastor. He told me 

last Sunday that ‘those people’ are broken. I love him, but I 

think he hates me, and he doesn’t even know it’s me.” 
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“We pretend the WiFi is down, but I know Mom couldn’t pay 

the bill again. I eat the free lunch at school because there’s 

nothing in the fridge.” 

“I don’t want to go to college. I want to be a mechanic. 

But my parents have a bumper sticker on their car that says 

‘Proud College Parent.’ I feel like I’m already a 

disappointment.” 

And finally, the last one. The one that made the air leave 

the room. “I don’t want to be here anymore. The noise is too 

loud. The pressure is too heavy. I’m just waiting for a sign to 

stay.” I folded the card slowly. I placed it gently back in the 

bag. I looked up. 

Marcus, the tough linebacker, had his head in his hands. 

His shoulders were shaking. He wasn’t hiding it anymore. 

Sarah, the girl with the perfect grades, was reaching 

across the aisle, holding the hand of a boy who wore black 

eyeliner and usually sat alone. He was gripping her hand like a 

lifeline. 

The barriers were gone. The cliques were dissolved. They 

weren’t Jocks, or Nerds, or Liberals, or Conservatives. They 

were just kids. Kids walking through a storm without an 

umbrella. 

“So,” I said, my voice cracking slightly. “That is what we 

carry.” I zipped the bag. The sound was final. “I’m hanging this 
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back on the wall. It stays here. You don’t have to carry it 

alone anymore. Not in here. In this room, we are a team.” 

The bell rang. Usually, it triggers a stampede. Today, 

nobody moved. Slowly, quietly, they began to pack up their 

things. And then, something happened that I will never forget. 

As Marcus walked past the stool, he didn’t just walk by. He 

stopped. He reached out and patted the rucksack, two gentle 

thumps. I got you. Then the next student. She rested her palm on 

the strap for a second. Then the boy who wrote about the Narcan. 

He touched the metal buckle. Every single student touched that 

bag on the way out. They were acknowledging the weight. They 

were saying, I see you. 

I have taught American History for three decades. I have 

lectured on the Civil War, the Great Depression, and the Civil 

Rights Movement. But that hour was the most important lesson I 

have ever taught. We live in a country obsessed with winning. 

With looking strong. With the “highlight reel” we post on social 

media. We are terrified of our own cracks. And our kids? They 

are paying the price. They are drowning in silence, right next 

to each other. 

Look around you today. The woman ahead of you in the 

checkout line buying generic cereal. The teenager with the 

headphones on the bus. The man shouting about politics on 

Facebook. They are all carrying a rucksack you cannot see. It is 
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packed with fear, with financial worry, with loneliness, with 

trauma. (So) Be kind. Be curious. Stop judging the surface and 

remember the weight underneath. (And) Don’t be afraid to ask the 

people you love: “What are you carrying today?” 

You might just save a life.” AMEN. 


