
Introduction

The Lord said to Abram, "Go forth from your native land and from your father's
house to the land that I will show you."  Genesis 12: 1 (JPS)

By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called, and went forth to the place he
was to receive as a heritage; he went forth, moreover, not knowing where he was
going.  By faith he sojourned in the promised land as in a foreign country,
dwelling in tents with Issac and Jacob, heirs of the same promise;  for he was
looking forward to the city with foundations, whose designer and maker is God.  
Hebrews 11: 8-10 (NAB)

By the Rivers of Babylon,
there we sat down and wept,
when we remembered Zion.

On the willows there
we hung up our lyres.

For there our captors 
required of us songs,

and our tormentors, mirth, saying,
"Sing us one of the songs of Zion!"

How shall we sing the Lord's song
in a foreign land?

If I forget you, O Jerusalem,
let my right hand wither!

Let my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth,
if I do not set Jerusalem
above my highest joy!

Psalm 137: 1-6 (RSV)

It is the purpose of this paper to illustrate a personal theology of church and
ministry formed from an examination of scripture, tradition, reason and experience.  Of
these four, it is my own experience that sets this theology apart.  Three key concepts
for me throughout my own theologizing and Christian experience are, "journey,"
"friend," and "home."  

It can never be easy task to leave the dwelling place of one's father and mother
and begin the search for a home to call one's own.  Abram knew this.  It must have
been difficult, even arduous, for him to leave the land of his birth and journey to a new
country.  And as the Psalm above bears witness, the Israelites also knew the feeling of
being homesick.   They had been forcefully taken away from their home, Zion, and
carried off to Babylon.  Their captors, we are told, mocked and tormented them.  They
demanded songs and laughter, as if these activities could be produced on command. 



The Israelites, incredulously replied, "How can we sing the Lord's song in a foreign
land?"  

I believe I know how they felt.  

In deciding to answer God's call to the ministry, I have had to leave my home,
family and friends behind.  And like Dorothy in "The Wizard of Oz," I have often yearned
the home of my youth and a return to simpler, easier days.   But I have discovered that
to go back home is not a simple assignment.  Clicking one's heels together and
mouthing the sincere words of "There's no place like home; there's no place like home"
will not suffice.  In fact, backtracking would mean trying to both forget the unforgettable
and resist the irresistible call of God.  I can do neither, and indeed, I have come to the
realization that "my arms are too short to box with God." 

But the impossibility of turning back has not kept me from questioning the
journey I have undertaken.  Questions and uncertainties are much more frequent than
my levels of comfort and security allow.  Doubts plague my faith.  My religious
convictions seem full of holes and contradictions.  I am even subject to attacks of
atheism, which badger me in my weak moments.

Given this, it is not difficult to imagine that there are times when loneliness
encamps around the tent of my soul, and I feel ultimately and totally alone (Eloi, Eloi
Lama Sabacthani).  And even in stronger moments I have often felt like another who
struggled with the "seemingly" weak sustenance that has been provided for the
sojourner.

My heart beats, my blood courses, I breathe, I live,
All on the nourishment of a memory.
Oh God, how long can I survive on a memory?
Already my soul feels the hunger pangs of starvation.
And the cannibals of self-doubt look at me 

and lick their chops.
And God, I have to know where can I get strength to

fend off cannibals.
To perish, stewing in one's own juice is such an ignoble end.1

I have argued with and cursed at God.   And I have felt that I could not sing in
the strange land wherein I had wandered.  Memories of the past choked off my voice.  
Fear of the future clouded my vision and choked the song off in my throat.   How can I
sing, O God, when I miss my home, when I am separated from my family, when the
people I love most in the world are 700 miles away?  How can I sing in a foreign land?  
How is it that I or anyone can sing when the journey only seems to take us further from
home, the sincerest desire of our hearts?

      From the unpublished poetry of Mary Ratz.1



Hebrews, chapter eleven, recounts the story of Abram and his journey.  We are
told he left his home and set out looking for a city which has foundations, whose builder
and maker is God.  By faith Abram was able to do this, even though he didn't know
where he was going, even though he was old and childless, even though he would be a
stranger and exile in the lands where he went.  As Walter Brueggemann points out in
his commentary on Genesis, to have taken up this journey, meant that Abram would be
despised, at odds with the world, and certainly not understood.  "The `Abrahamic
minority' [has always lived] as a threat against a world which has embraced barrenness
and called it vitality."  And yet Abram set out on the journey.  He did so because he2

believed God would walk with him; that God is a God who keeps promises and who
could be trusted, that God would indeed "befriend" him.  

And it is this idea that has kept me going.  One translation of II Corinthians 5: 18
reads, "All this is done by God, who through Christ changed us from enemies into his
friends and gave us the task of making others his friends also" (TEV).  Knowing God is
my friend and journeys with me has sustained me even in the roughest times.  I know I
am not alone, even at those times when God seems most absent from me, and this
knowledge makes all the difference as I travel from one home to another.  It is
important for me to keep the friendship of God in mind as I journey through life.  The
certain knowledge that God loves me can help me not only persevere through
hardships but also excel and find true joy in the journey.

Daniel Day Williams has said, "The hard fact, beyond all sentimentality, is that
either we share suffering in love or outside of love, and it is not the same in one case as
in the other."  Taking up on this quote, Bob Mesle writes:

It matters if someone loves us.  No human experience is more fundamental to 
the Christian faith and tradition than the transforming wonder of being loved
when we least deserve it.  The very heart of the gospel is that the life and death
of Jesus reveals the unconditional, gracious love of God.  "By this the love of
God is made manifest among us . . ." "While we were yet sinners . . ." "Beloved if
God so loved us . . ." "We love because he first loved us."3

I have found this to be true.  The religious experiences most influential in
shaping and changing my life are those where I, though undeserving, have felt most
powerfully the assurance and guarantee of God's love.  The memory of those "be-
loved" times  
have sustained me and given me strength to carry on.  I can assert that in such
memories is nourishment enough to see me to journey's end.

But memories are not all that is needed.  Although the Christian life is grounded
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in remembered experiences convincing to the mind and soul of a believer; this ground
is not sufficient in and of itself.  Memories are sweet nothings unless they lead us to the
development of a life of faith.  Faith is not the same as certainty, and to walk or journey
in faith is not to be carried along by such an overwhelming experience of God that one
cannot deny or question it.  Faith is the ability to believe without seeing, to continue the
journey when all seems lost or hopeless.  Faith looks back to memory when the
"cannibals of self-doubt" encamp about the soul, but it also gives one the strength to
walk in the cold, despairing darkness as if surrounded by bright, warm and inviting light.

And so it is that God invites us to partake in the journey of faith.
From a garden called Eden to a new city called Jerusalem.
From the city of Ur to a camp under the glittering stars of Canaan.
From Pharoah's yoke of slavery to a land flowing with milk and honey.
From Bethlehem's straw-filled cradle to a terrifying

cross and on to shout an Easter "Alleluia."
From an upper room filled with the Spirit of God,through the centuries of change 

and growth,faithfulness and failure, to where you are
today with your local church.4

The metaphor of the Christian life as journey has survived through the years
because it allows one to see the positive and negative aspects of Christian existence. 
Christians believe they are on a journey to some place - to a place they want to go,
whether it is called heaven, nirvana or union with God. They also realize that the
journey demands personal sacrifice, not only at the beginning, but also along the way. 
Although there may be many hardships, Christians believe that in the end the hardships
and sacrifices will be counted small compared to the joy of reaching journey's end.

One word for "journey's end" is home.  Home is a warm word, conjuring up
images of love between father, mother and children.  We see our families, the house(s)
we lived in, the pets we played with, the cars we rode around in.  We sense again the
scents of our childhood - food being prepared and filling the home with wonderful
smells, the muskiness of the basement, the water-laden air in the garden after a
summer's rain.  We hear anew the sounds and voices of the past, unheard in years - a
baby brother or sister crying in the night, a mother calling out for us to come home to
supper, conversations with family and friends replay in our minds.  We remember
childhood, the good and the bad, but mostly the good.  And even though Thomas Wolfe
told anyone who would hear years ago that "you can't go home again," we try to do just
that.  The view most have of home is an idealistic one, and this "rose-colored" vision
finds its way into our literature, films and even our pop songs.  Bing Crosby once sang:

I'll be home for Christmas, you can count on me.
We'll have snow and mistletoe, and presents round the tree.
Christmas Eve will find me, where the love light gleems.
I'll be home for Christmas, if only in my dreams.
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This song was a big hit with GI's in World War II because so many of them were
away from home for the first time - just young kids absent from home at Chrsitmas time. 
Society was less mobile at this time, and a psychic nerve was touched by this song that
is vibrating still, forty years later.  This song has remained a favorite of many because it
speaks a truth.  All desire to go home, to be home in one way or another (and not just
at Christmas time either).  

What is it about being home that attracts, that fills the heart with such warm
feelings?  What does home promise us?

Home is where we find the peace, security and love we need so much.  In his
poem, "The Death of the Hired Man," Robert Frost says:

Home is the place where,
when you have to go there,
they have to take you in.5

Now this is a pretty slim definition of home, but it is truthful.  Home is where you
are accepted, no matter who you have become, or when you decide to show up, or
what you have done.  Home is where people love you, care about you, and where they
have to "take you in."  There is a hunger in each of us for this kind of home.  There is a
restlessness for such a place.  Many see their childhood home in this vein and try their
entire lives to recover the past, to recapture a home that probably never existed as
whole or as good as it does in their minds.  But this doesn't keep many from trying. 
After all, it is the "feeling of homelessness [which] testifies that there must be a home
somewhere.6

Humans are dreamers of perfection.  We have an image in our minds of the way
home should be.  This image is so firmly fixed that we can never shake it, and we are
never satisfied when it is only partially met.  Given this, one might very well ask where
home is, or even if home exists at all.

It is my contention that for Christians home is a place that exists not only at the
end of our faith journey, but also in the midst of our travel.  Further, it can be posited
that the journey itself can serve as home enough.  This is especially true when we allow
God to journey with us and allow ourselves to become part of a community of travelers. 
Christians must realize that to be successful in their travels, they need to seek
community with other sojourners.  They also need to minister to those they meet along
the road, for this is part of what all Christians are called to do.  Further it is essential
that one partakes of the benefits of community, including the food it offers through
participation in worship, fellowship and the sacraments.

      Robert Frost, "The Death of the Hired Man," The Road Not Taken, Louis Untermeyer, Ed., (New5

York: Holt, Rinehart and W inston, pp. 148-155, p. 153.

      Laura Smit, "The Image of Home," Theology Today, October 1988, pp. 305-314, p. 305.6



While all sojourners are called to ministry in one way or another, certain
individuals are called to specialized minstries.  These people serve as storytellers, the
"living reminders" as Nouwen calls them, to the community.  This remembering is done
through their ministries of word, sacrament and order.

The metaphors for these particular travelers have varied over the years with the
image of servant being predominant.  This image was replaced in the minds of many
clergy by a growing sense of ministry as profession - the storyteller becomes entertainer
and star performer.  There is a need to recover the positive aspects of a servant calling,
with, however, a realization that servanthood alone is an inadequate metaphor for
clergy and laity.  It is my feeling the dominant motif for the minister on the journey
should be friend, fellow traveler, perhaps even tour guide.

This paper will examine these views and will provide more detail on how these
metaphors function in my life as well as in the life of the church.


