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And Grace Will Lead Me Home
Zephaniah 3:14-20

Some of you may remember the independent film that was written and directed by Zach Braff of Scrubs fame.  It was called Garden State, which told the story of a young actor named Andrew who was living in Los Angeles.  In the opening scene, he receives a phone call telling him that his mother has died, and so the film tells the story of his journey home, back to New Jersey—the Garden State—where he had not been in ten years.

Once there, he reconnects with several friends from high school and meets a new friend named Sam whose quirky nature finally opens him up to a life that he has failed to live.  I remember one conversation from that film when Andrew is talking with Sam about his idea of home, and the deep longing that is part of his description.

Andrew says, “You know that point in your life when you realize that the house that you grew up in isn't really your home anymore? All of the sudden even though you have some place where you can put your stuff that idea of home is gone.”

Sam replies, “I still feel at home in my house.”

“You'll see when you move out it just sort of happens one day—one day and it's just gone. And you can never get it back. It's like you get homesick for a place that doesn't exist. I mean it's like this rite of passage, you know. You won't have this feeling again until you create a new idea of home for yourself, you know, for your kids, for the family you start; it's like a cycle or something. I miss the idea of it. Maybe that's all family really is. A group of people who miss the same imaginary place.”
Advent is a season of longing.  We are longing for God, for God to come and save us.  But our longing for God to come and set things right pulls back the curtain on other longings that haunt our lives.  We are longing, after all, for all sorts of things, and if I were to ask the question now and asked you to give your answer to what you are longing for, our answers would come in rapid-fire succession:

“I am longing for our soldiers to come home from Iraq.”
“I am looking for the day when my family can sit together at one table without anyone storming out.”

“I am longing for some sense of purpose or hope.”

To say that we are longing for God to come and save us spawns countless images of what we need to be saved from.  All we know is that things don’t feel quite right, that we just don’t feel at home.  So, whatever else we may be longing for, we are also, in a sense, longing for home.

Home.  Few things have the power to make us wax as poetic or nostalgic as home.  The very word conjures up poetic words that range from Dorothy’s familiar chant at the end of The Wizard of Oz “there’s no place like home, there’s no place like home” to the poetic truth described by Robert Frost:  “Home is the place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in.”

The concept of home has captured the imagination of other poets who have tried to express deep truth about home.  Thomas Moore describes it this way in his poem called The Dream of Home:
“Who has not felt how sadly sweet
  The dream of home, the dream of home,
    Steals o'er the heart, too soon to fleet,
      When far o'er sea or land we roam?”
William Cowper, whose words we sing in a hymn from time to time, conveys the power of the first image of home that we remember:
“This fond attachment to the well-known place
  Whence first we started into life's long race,
    Maintains its hold with such unfailing sway,
      We feel it e'en in age, and at our latest day.”


What comes to your mind when you think of home?

The great poet and preacher Frederick Buechner considers that question in his book The Longing for Home.  He suggests that the word home brings to mind a place, “and in its fullest sense not just the place where you happen to be living at the time, but a very special place with very special attributes” which makes it stand out from all other places.  “The word home conjures up a place—more specifically a house within that place—which you have rich and complex feelings about, a place where you feel, or did feel once, uniquely at home, which is to say a place where you feel you belong and which in some sense belongs to you, a place where you feel that all is somehow ultimately well even if things aren’t going all that way at any given moment.”

What place do you think of when you think of home?  One thing’s for sure, the people of Israel spent a lot of time thinking about home.  After all, they were a people who had been overrun by a foreign enemy.  Their homes were destroyed and their communities were rent asunder and the Temple lay in ruins.  They had been bound as prisoners and had been hauled away to a strange land where they were forced to live among people whose language, religion, customs, and habits were different from theirs.  And, even though their exile was geographical, meaning that they had been forced from one location to another, there is also the truth that exile can come to any of us who wake up one day to discover that we are no longer at home, that everything is changing and that we can’t seem to get a grip on things.  Do you ever feel as if you are living in a strange land today, as if you were far from home?

If so, then you know why the exiled people of Israel spent a lot of time thinking about home.  Only when they thought of home—when that familiar image was conjured up in their minds—every ounce of their being would scream the truth at them:  “We are not there now.”  We are not there.  And there was little prospect that they could get there.  They didn’t see anything that gave them any hope that they would ever get home.  They seemed too insignificant—and their enemies too powerful—to ever find a way back.  And what’s worse, they had plenty of time to remember the warnings of the prophets who had told them what would God was going to do, how there would be punishment for the failure to remember God and to keep the commandments.  Surrounded by powerful enemies and haunted by God’s seeming rejection of them, the exiled people surely began to think that they would never get home.  And they were experiencing the harsh reality of what someone would later express:  “Not going home is already like death.”

Now, imagine your surprise when you are shaken from this death by despair by the words of God’s prophet:  “Rejoice!  Be filled with joy.”  The imperatives Zephaniah directs to Jerusalem tumble, one after the other:  sing, shout, rejoice, exult!  This is incredible, especially since every word in Zephaniah until now has been an oracle of damnation, an announcement of doom.  After all, Zephaniah doesn’t get past verse 2 of his book than he is telling the people that God is going to wipe out the people across the face of the earth.  As one preacher put it, “Zephaniah could give the Grim Reaper a run for his money.”

From verse one all the way into the third and final chapter of his book, Zephaniah has railed against the sins of Israel; no one is safe—not kings, not priests, not the people—all have forsaken God and failed to keep his commandments and Zephaniah promises that God is coming, that the day of the Lord is about to dawn and when it does, you will be wiped out.  Verse after verse of that message, and then, into the midst of overwhelming despair and grief, when their longing for home is at its zenith, finally the word sounds, and it is a startling word from an unexpected place.  Not getting the doom they expect from Zephaniah, they hear him calling them to rejoice, for God’s coming wrath has been turned away.  “I will bring you home,” says the Lord.  Rejoice.  Sing.  Give praise.  What could be more reassuring to a people who were far from home than to receive word that there was a place where they belonged and that they would soon be there?  They would finally be home.

And it wasn’t because of any great change in them or by the sheer power of what they could do by their own efforts.  No, it was because their future was held by a gracious and loving God who had promised to lead them home.
I don’t know about you, but many of us in this nation are plagued by that longing for home.  By the end of this week, our airports and interstates will be jammed with people trying to get back to a place where they once felt that all was right with the world.  Or, if you’re not traveling, you may be spending an inordinate amount of time and energy trying to ensure that your family table, or your children’s gifts, or the stories you tell by the fireplace will capture that sense of home that you remember as the place where you belong.

The only trouble with that, of course, is that our longing for that place does not stop until we find our home in God.  All of the longing that we feel, you see, whatever name we give to it, is a longing for God, a desire to be near God.  And no matter how many gifts we get or give; no matter how many of the kids make it home for the holidays; no matter whether we do things just like we did them when I was a kid, there is still the chance that your longing will not cease.  In fact, it may deepen if you discover that you are far from your true home, far from the God who knows you through and through.  And, as long as you keep trying to fill that place in the center of your life—in your very heart—with anything but God, your longing will not cease.  As Augustine once put it, “our hearts are restless, O God, until they find their rest in Thee.”

Worship is a place of such homecoming.  Perhaps you’ve found yourself here in this sanctuary, and something was said or something happened that made you remember that you belong to God, that your home is in God, and perhaps you have found yourself weeping here, without even knowing why.  Worship can be a sense of coming home.
There’s a movie that hit the theaters this past Friday called The Pursuit of Happyness.
  It stars Will Smith, who plays the role of a man struggling to provide a better life for his five-year-old son.  It’s a true story that some of you may remember from a piece on 20/20.
The story is about a man who didn’t meet his father until he was 28 years old, and who had a terrible step-father.  His horrible childhood made him want to provide a much better life for his own son.

Anyway, he tells the story of going to worship once and hearing and meeting Nelson Mandela.  Right there in the middle of the sanctuary, he heard Mandela say, “Son, welcome home.”  He remembers that it was the first time he had ever heard those words directed to him and that he broke down in tears. He was finally home.  Perhaps you’ve had something like that happen in this sanctuary, and you know what he means.
In just a moment, we will be singing two hymns.  In the final stanza of our final hymn, we will sing these words from Once in Royal David’s City together:

And our eyes at last shall see Him,
Through His own redeeming love,
For that Child so dear and gentle
Is our Lord in heaven above;
And He leads His children on
To the place where He is gone.

The place where He has gone, of course, is back to God, and Jesus is always leading us there.  But now, we are getting ready to sing these words from My Shepherd Will Supply My Need.  May they remind of us of who we are, and may our longing for home draw us closer to the heart of God, where we are like a child at home.
The sure provisions of my God
Attend me all my days;
O may Your House be my abode,
And all my work be praise.
There would I find a settled rest,
While others go and come;
No more a stranger, or a guest,
But like a child at home.
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� Frederick Buechner, The Longing for Home:  Recollections and Reflections (San Francisco:  HarperSanFrancisco Publishers, 1996), 7.


� This line is from a short story called “Vanishing Act” that was written by E. Catherine Tolbert.


� This thought comes from Joanna Adams in her comments on this text in The Christian Century, Dec. 12, 2006.


� The word “Happyness” is misspelled intentionally in the movie’s title.





