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It’s the American Dream. You get married and get a job. You buy a house in the suburbs. You 
start a family. You get involved with a local church and serve your community. And if you’re like most 
Americans, you settle into a quiet, productive, satisfying life.

But what if the traditional American Dream gets in the way of your faith?
That’s a question Andy and Serenity Coulombe began to ask themselves two years ago from their 

comfortable home in Hubbard, Ore., a small town south of Portland. The answer came when God 
called them toward a decidedly less comfortable home. 

On wheels.

This past summer Andy and Serenity returned to Oregon after 12 months in a 1993 
Holiday Rambler Imperial, a 36-foot recreational vehicle converted to run on used vegetable oil. Along 
with their three kids — Avery, 6, and his sisters, Ally, 4, and Eva, 2 — the Coulombes traveled from city 
to city in the United States and Canada as itinerant ministers to the homeless and poor. 
    Before beginning the journey in June 2008, Andy quit his teaching job. He and Serenity, a home-
maker, sold almost everything they owned via the Internet and multiple garage sales. Then they bought 
the RV and hit the road.

Calling themselves Mustard Seed Ministries, the Coulombes left Hubbard to spend a year partnering 
with churches and local poverty ministries in dozens of cities. Their mission, Serenity says, was to 

“love on the people who [seem] most unlovable.” 
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They stayed in church parking lots, prayed with the down-
trodden, fed the hungry, and encouraged those doing the 
work of the gospel. 

Of course, the big question isn’t where the  
Coulombes went or what they did. It’s why. 

The answer may surprise you: “The comfort, safety, and 
security we’d built for ourselves required absolutely no 
faith,” Serenity says of their life in Hubbard. “It was too easy. 

When their comfortable life got in the way of 
their faith, the Coulombes sold their home and 
possessions to drive across America, ministering 
to those people who are often deemed unlovable.

We [believed the year in the RV] was something we had to 
do if we wanted to grow in our relationship with the Lord.”

Andy refers to the story of the rich young ruler from  
Luke 18, whom Jesus commanded to sell everything he had 
and give to the poor. “The big question we wrestled with 
was, if the Lord called us to do something, would we be 
able to follow? We believed our house and possessions were 
keeping us from following God’s call. I had been teaching 
for seven years and [we had] a house full of stuff. If the Lord 

~Ride~of~a~Lifetime~

Andy and Serenity Coulombes with children Eva, Avery, and Ally in background.
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~We felt our house and possessions 
were keeping us from following 
God’s call. — Andy Coulombe~

had told us to give it all up in the middle of the school year 
and go to Mozambique, I would have told Him no.”

God didn’t send them to Africa; He started 
closer — the streets of downtown Portland. 
    The Coulombes were members of a small group at Grace 
Chapel in nearby Wilsonville. Led by Mike Tatlock, the 
church’s community pastor, the group had begun a monthly 
outreach project to distribute sandwiches, water bottles, 
and fruit to the homeless. Andy and Serenity coordinated it. 
    “Our small group had been looking for ways to be 
involved in some kind of service,” Tatlock explains. “For the 
rest of us, this was a fun thing to do together. But for Andy 
and Serenity, you could tell it was more defining. It was who 
they were and what they wanted to do.”

After several months, the Coulombes told the group God 
was leading them to something bigger than the homeless 
outreach — something like a year-long missions trip. The 
response was, well, mixed. 

“It’s one thing to do a homeless ministry once a month,” 
Tatlock says. “It’s another to devote your life to it 24/7. All of 
us are open-minded, but [we asked] the typical sort of freak-
out questions.” 

Before long, though, the group came around, offering 
financial support and help with planning. 

The Coulombes’ parents traveled the same path 
from skepticism to support. Both sets of parents lived nearby 
and enjoyed a close relationship with their grandchildren. 
They struggled with questions: Why travel cross-country? 
Why not serve the local homeless population? How would a 
year in an RV impact the kids? When so many people long 
for a home and independence, why throw away everything 
they’d worked toward? 

“We wanted to make sure this was God-breathed and not 
just some whim,” says Phil Thornburg, Serenity’s father. “It 
was hard for us.” 

The plan startled Andy’s parents too. “We could definitely 
see them doing some kind of work with the homeless,” says 
Judy Coulombe, Andy’s mother, “but we didn’t think it would 
involve [Andy] quitting his job and doing this.”  

But after much prayer and several long conversations, 
both sets of parents offered their support. 

During the year, the grandparents stayed in touch with 
the Coulombes through their blog (mustardseedministries 
.wordpress.com) and by meeting up with them at certain 
stops along the way, noting the fruit of their ministry. 

“We saw wonderful spiritual and emotional growth in 
them,” Thornburg says. “Our grandkids adapted to the life-
style, and God has used all of them in a wonderful way.” 

Andy’s father, Darryl, concurs. “What caught me by  
surprise was the assortment of people who were touched 
by what they did,” he says. 

Pastor Terry Foester in Hockessin, Del., was among 
those affected by the Coulombes’ ministry. After  
following the Coulombes’ journey online, Foester and  
his family hosted them for nearly a week at Hockessin 
Baptist Church. 

“Andy and Serenity love people who are hard to love,” 
Foester says. 

He recalls joining the Coulombes to take a homeless 
man named Joe to lunch. “Over the meal, Andy and Seren-
ity encouraged Joe and helped him feel valuable to society, 
which is what he was struggling with.”

The Coulombes also impressed Kristian Rose, a deacon at 
Apostles Church in New York City. Rose was moved by the 
unusual depth of their obedience and invited them to stay 
with him for a few days. “Despite a thousand good reasons 
[to do] something less radical but similar, they obeyed in 
faith,” he says. “They took a genuine step of costly obedi-
ence and have been able to love a lot of previously unloved 
people. That’s a pretty good picture of what it means to 
actually live the gospel.”

 
That obedience brought challenges along for the 
ride: potty-training Eva, maintaining a regular nap schedule 
for Eva and Ally, and homeschooling Avery. Both parents 
had to work hard to provide the structure their kids needed.
   “Living in the RV was not a big deal,” Serenity says. “The 
hardest part about having a family on the road was going 
from place to place and adjusting to different families and 
different ways of living, while going with the flow of what 
ministry means.” 

But both parents are certain that bringing their kids along 
was the right choice. For one thing, the experience shaped 
the kids’ perspectives. “They don’t even bat an eye anymore 
when they’re around people of a different color or people 
who [haven’t bathed in a while],” Andy says. 

The youngest Coulombes were able to minister too, soft-
ening even the hardest-hearted transients. “Kids bring joy 
and innocence,” Andy says. “[The homeless] see us trusting 
them enough to bring our kids, so maybe they can trust us.” 

Trust remains a theme in the Coulombes’ lives 
now that they’ve resettled — for the time being — back in 
Oregon. On the road, they learned the value of relationships 
and the importance of hospitality. They also discovered that, 
for their family, there is something better than a quiet life 
sealed off in the suburbs. 
   “We’d like to live our lives more available for God to use 
us,” Serenity says. “That means not being too busy with lots 
of stuff and being intentional about the people living right 
next door. It’s about making our time more purposeful.”

 Radical obedience. Sacrificial love. Intentional availabil-
ity. Andy and Serenity Coulombe are redefining the American 
Dream. In a culture where success is only as stable as the 
current economy, it’s not a bad idea. 

Jason Boyett authored the Pocket Guide book series from Jossey-Bass 
(pocketguidesite.com). He blogs on faith and culture at jasonboyett.com. 


