
In the South perhaps the most important question is this:  Where are you from?  Close to it is the command given by a grandmother every time the children departed:  Remember who you are.  Knowing where we began tells us who we are and how we are to live.  Knowing where we began tells us where we are going.


The trouble is that we have wandered far.  We are lost in a fearful and bewildering world.  In our lostness and despair, we forget who we are and where we began.  We forget whose we are and who sustains us in a world gone mad.


The truth of Ash Wednesday and this journey of Lent is simple:  God is your home.  That was the cry of a black man at Anne Lamotte’s church.  It is the summation of his hundred years of walking this earth.  It is the truth she passes on in her advice to writers on finding their voice.  At the core of each of us is a deep otherness—a lostness, a homesickness.  Beneath the surface of life lies our deep pain of homesickness—a yearning for a mystery we cannot even identify.  We wander farther and farther searching for truth, the reality below all the surfaces.  As Lamotte tells writers, “Your anger and damage and grief are the way to the truth.”  So we go deeper into all the dark places.  Only then do we know who we are.  Only then do we find our voice.  Only then are we reconciled with God.


It is God who beckons.  It is God who calls us to return.  As Joel attests, God says to each of us,  “…return to me with all your heart, with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning….Return to the Lord, your God, for he is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and relents from punishing.”  As Zechariah says, “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you.”  (Zechariah 1:3)  Today we hear just as we hear at every graveside:  to dust you shall return.  Today we begin our return to God both in our mortality and our sinfulness.


With every Lent, I am more impressed with the good news of this day despite all its somberness.  With every Lent, we have tried to do it on our own.  We have wandered farther and farther from home.  This year our journey of repentance will be combined with the particular journey of repentance for the sin of racism.  In planning we have asked—When will we be ready for a service of repentance?  And with even more confusion, we have asked, When will we be ready for a service of reconciliation?  Our questions reveal the very problem.  We expect ourselves to do enough, to reflect enough, to search enough to find our way.  We need the old man to holler the good news to us all—God is your home.


So we begin this day the journey of Lent.  Good news is woven into every step we take, every step toward home.  We will know our home as we never knew it before.  As the poet, T. S. Eliot, says,


We shall not cease from exploration


And the end of all our exploring


Will be to arrive where we started


And know the place for the first time.

Home.  The place where we began.  The place we did not know.  The place we left but the place that calls us to return.


We have given up our Alleluias for this season of Lent.  Last night as I rehearsed with one of our children the covering of the alleluia banner with the black veil, she remarked, “But it doesn’t cover it.  You can still see through.”  I replied, “That’s right.  It veils the alleluias.  We can still see through.”  That is the good news of Lent.  Even through the darkness of deep searching and repentance, we can see a glimpse of home.  In the words of  a folk hymn,

Give joy or grief, give ease or pain,


Take life or friends away;


But let me find them all again,


In that eternal day.


And I’ll sing hallelujah,


And you’ll sing hallelujah,


And we’ll sing hallelujah


When we arrive at home.

At the other end of Lent, there will be Alleluias indeed.  As we journey together, may we ever remember—God is our home.  Amen.
