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 In 1982, Steven Spielberg produced a film that became wildly popular film.  It was 
called E.T.  E.T. tells the story of a lonely boy named Elliott who befriends 
an extraterrestrial creature, E.T., who gets stranded on Earth.  One of the most 
endearing moments in the film comes when E.T. watches a television commercial for a 
telephone company, and learns the words “phone,” and “home.”  He puts the words 
together, and runs around the house crying, “E.T. phone home!   E.T. phone home!”   
E.T. is far from home, and longs to return there.  

 
 The Psalmist speaks of God as a refuge, a fortress, a shelter.  He might also 

have called God a home.  For many of us, home—our present home, or maybe the home 
we grew up in--is a special place of familiarity and nurture, of security and warmth.  It 
also can be a retreat.   

 
In 1988, Julie and I went to Ghana, West Africa, to teach in a college for African 

church leaders.  Before we left, our director at the Mennonite Board of Missions 
counselled us about the kind of house to look for there.  "You'll want your house to be 
more than a house," he advised.  "You'll want it to be a home...a place where you can get 
away, and retreat." 
  
In a garden landscaping book, I read this claim:  "In today's hectic world, privacy is at a 
premium.  When we are at home, we expect to be able to escape into the peacefulness 
of our private world.”  Many people, it seems, want their home to be a retreat. 
 

Which may help explain road rage.  In Hamilton, an SUV driver was charged with 
assault after pursuing another driver down the Lincoln Alexander expressway when he 
was cut off.  Social scientists claim that there are so many pressures out there--family, 
workplace, traffic, general busyness, making ends meet--that the car has become a 
private refuge, a mobile home.  Sitting in two tons of moving steel is a retreat.  Hitting 
the accelerator is like kicking your shoes off in your favorite chair.  So when you’re on the 
highway, and you get cut off, it's like an intruder entering your home.  Hence the rage, 
since your private sanctuary has been violated. 

 
And that’s one way the Psalmist experiences God.  A place of shelter and 

security, stability and warmth, and, yes, a retreat.   
 
Sometimes, when we've been gone awhile, it feels good to get back home again.  

I once went on a tour to the former Soviet Union.  The tour group was made up mostly of 
Mennonites with roots there.  Several of the group members were able to meet Russian 
aunts, uncles and cousins whom they had never met before.  As our plane descended 
into Toronto on return, those Mennos suddenly burst out in a rousing chorus of "O 
Canada."  They were so very grateful to have escaped the inhospitable place they or 



their parents had once lived.  It felt so good to be coming home.   
 
Attached as we may be to our homes, however, we know that they can be 

transitory, and vulnerable.  Today many people have no place to call home.  One of the 
most heart-rending stories in the news recently has been the thousands of children from 
Honduras and Guatemala showing up at the southern border of the USA, displaced from 
their homes because of the violence in their native countries. 

 
And the homeless are not just those who lack a roof over their heads.  For many 

children, and wives, who might live in nice houses in good neighborhoods, home is not a 
place of safety, stability and retreat.  Rather, it’s a boobytrapped den of conflict and fear.  
In the house across the street from us in Hamilton, a teenager is renting a room because 
he’s alienated from his father.  For some youth, the gang becomes their family, their 
place of refuge and retreat, when they have no other home. 

 
 Our Psalmist has not made his dwelling place in the things humans usually seek 
shelter in--his house, his land, his family, his career, his status, his ethnic or national tribe.  
His dwelling place is God.  Nonetheless, the Psalmist has also known the threat of 
homelessness.  Finding his ultimate home in God has not meant living in a cocoon 
sealed off from the world, withdrawing into an idyllic haven where everything is always 
tranquil and safe.  Far from it.  Our Psalmist knows a thing or two about the snare of the 
fowler, the terror of the night, the arrow that flies by day.  Nevertheless, no threat to his 
well-being has prevailed against his God.  The Psalmist’s testimony might be that of the 
hymn writer John Newton in his classic hymn, "Amazing Grace":  "Through many 
dangers toils and snares I have already come. 'Tis grace has brought me safe thus far, 
and grace will lead me home."   
 

The hymn writer, though, is only half right.  The Christian faith does speak of a 
future day when God, so to speak, will “take us home” to a place where there is love and 
joy and peace, because God’s Kingdom will have fully come.  But that’s only half of the 
good news.  The really amazing news is that God has come here, now, to make a home 
with us.  Jesus, the Word made flesh, has left his home up there and emigrated down 
here, where you and I live, and has moved in to our neighbourhood.  As the gospel of 
John puts it, “The word became flesh, and pitched his tent among us.”  But the world 
which you and I call home didn’t prove to be a very friendly and secure dwelling place for 
Jesus.  It was hardly a retreat.  In one of the saddest verses in the Bible, John tells us, 
“The world came into being through him, but the world did not know him.  He came to his 
own, but his own did not receive him.”  

 
And Jesus was pretty frank in warning his followers that, if they were really loyal to 

him, they could expect to find themselves detached, if not uprooted, from their home.  
“Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests,” he said, “but the son of man has 
nowhere to lay his head.”  And many disciples ever since have learned that following 
Jesus can pull them from their roots, create conflict with their families, and remind them 
sometimes painfully that “this world is not their home.” 

 



But Jesus also assured his followers that, uprooted though they may be, they will 
still have a home.  Not, perhaps, a home in a special place full of memories.  But it will 
be a real home nonetheless, one that does offer shelter and security and warmth and 
even retreat right now.   We heard Jesus’ promise in our first scripture:   “There is no 
one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields for 
my sake and for the sake of the good news, who will not receive a hundredfold now, in this 
age—houses, brothers and sisters, mothers and children, and fields—with persecutions 
(yes, expect those too, loving Jesus doesn’t insulate you from evil)—and (then, later, 
eventually), in the age to come, eternal life.”  “You follow me,” Jesus says, “and you may 
wander far from your roots, like Abraham and Sarah.  You may find yourself at odds with 
your family, or with your society.  But do not fear,” Jesus says.  “You’ll have a place in a 
new family-- among my friends--you’ll have a home, somewhere, somehow, in the church 
that tries to follow me.”  

 
In April of this year in South Korea, a 27-year-old Mennonite man stood trial for 

being a conscientious objector.  Military service in South Korea is universal; every young 
man has to do it.  The government makes no provision for men who choose not to join 
the army for reasons of conscience, and few churches support them.  So on April 30th, 
Sang-Min Li, a member of Grace and Peace Mennonite Church in Seoul received an 
18-month prison sentence because he is committed to Jesus, who calls us to love even 
our enemies.  For many people in South Korea, the enemy feels very close at hand.  
Their next-door neighbour, North Korea, is heavily armed and unpredictable.  Sang-Min 
Lee’s choice will be costly.  After getting out of prison, he will have a criminal record the 
rest of his life.  Just as painful for him is the conflict with his family that may result.  "I fear 
that my family will fall apart because of my decision," Lee said. 

 
The Prairie Street Mennonite Church in Elkhart, Indiana has become Sang-Min 

Lee’s brothers and sisters and mothers and children.  A month ago the congregation 
sent him a letter, signed by dozens of members.  The letter, in part, read this:  “Dear 
Sang-Min, Your sisters and brothers in Christ at PCMC are grateful for your commitment 
to Jesus and his way of peace.  Thank you for your courage to bear the cost of refusing 
to take up arms.  We applaud your decision to seek security in acts of love and service 
rather than coercion.  We pray that your witness may point many others to nonviolence 
and peacemaking in the name of Jesus.  With thanksgiving we pray for you, your family, 
and your church.  May God protect you in mind, body and spirit during your 
imprisonment.  A great cloud of witnesses bless and support you.  Signed...members 
and friends of PCMC.”  

 
 The Psalmist’s assures us that taking the hard and courageous steps of faith each 
day to make our home in God is safe.  His promises to those who do so cascade through 
the Psalm:  "God will be with us, will deliver us, will protect us, will answer us, will honor 
us, will satisfy us, will cover us, will preserve us, will guard us, will remove our fear.”  And 
Jesus suggests that those promises become real through a new family—his family--which 
offers us a shelter, a support system, a retreat, a home. 
 
 A good spiritual discipline for you and me might be to look back over the last month 



or year or decade, and note, in detail, how, and where, and when and through whom, in 
the midst of the threat of danger and homelessness, God has been our home. 
 

And another good discipline might be to make more calls home.  There was once 
a bumper sticker that paraphrased the line made famous by E.T.  The sticker read:  
"You are a child of God.  Please call home."  
 
 


