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Well once again, happy Homecoming, everyone - it’s so good to be here together. And even as I wish you Happy
Homecoming, [ want to interrogate that word, homecoming. Homecoming. It’s a bit of an odd choice, to be honest, given
that there are probably some of us here for the very first time. So as we celebrate coming together, being together with old
friends and with people we’ve just met, I wonder: how do you know you’re home? How do you know you are home?

It’s a version of the old question, what makes a house a home? A certain family picture hanging on the wall. Perhaps being
in one house long enough to make it down the stairs in the dark without falling. Maybe the little jars of spices finally
organized alphabetically in the cabinet (oh, that’s just me? Fair.) But knowing you're at home is more than just a sense of
comfort in a physical location. Because home doesn’t necessarily need to be a physical location. I learned in my uprooted
young adult years that home sometimes means being with certain people more than it means being in any one particular
place. At some point I discovered that I can be somewhere I've never been before, but if 'm with my group of closest friends
from college, I feel I am home. There’s a sense of knowing who I am, feeling comfortable, secure. At home.

And when we think about the church as a home, the physical space may be part of that sensation of home: liking the look of
the Sanctuary or the smell of a classroom, say. But my guess is it’s just as much if not more to do with seeing friendly faces,
feeling a sense of warmth, a sense of belonging, having a perception of fitting in with this community, with these people, of
sharing an outlook on the world. That fit may feel instantaneous, or it may take a while to grow into. Home can be like that
- it can feel right right away, or it can take time to develop that sense of rightness, of belonging.

And there are certainly times when we feel a shift - that a place or people are not home for us any longer. Or something
happens and we lose our sense of safety and security, that sense of familiarity and predictability that we so often associated
with home. Perhaps for some of us who can remember September 11th, 2001, that’s what we recall from the time after that
day: a “loss of trust in the world as a safe and predictable place,” as psychologist Pauline Boss describes it. Suddenly our
sense of safety was shattered. Something happens and home changes, and we are forced to contend with a sense of loss; we
are forced to ask ourselves what it is that makes us feel that we belong. How do we know we are home?

Our Scripture lesson for today is about the first home for humans. God creates this dirt person, this earthling, and places
him in a garden for his home. Genesis tells us that God fills the garden with everything the human needs: food to eat, work
to do, rules to live by, even beauty to enjoy - I love that detail, that God fills the garden with trees both “pleasant to the
sight and good for food.” God cares not only that the home for the human is functional for his needs; God also cares that it
is lovely to live in. So God places the human in his beautiful new home, and it is good - but there is something missing. It
doesn’t take long for God to notice that the human is lonely. “It is not good that the human should be alone,” God
observes. The human needs someone to live with. Somehow that is an inherent part of being a person: needing others
beside you. So God resolves to make the human “a helper as his partner.”

Here is another place where we should take some time with the original language of the text, to try to understand what’s
going on beneath layers of translation and interpretation. The word “helper” in English tends to indicate someone of lower
status or lower ability than the one being helped: we say to the child shakily carrying her plate to the dishwasher, “oh you're
such a big helper!” But the Hebrew term used here, ezer: ezer carries different connotations. Ezer is the world for help that
the psalms use to talk about God being our refuge and strength, our very present help in times of trouble. God is not lesser
than human beings; God is ezer, mighty helper of God’s own creation, the one who provides solid ground in tumultuous
times, the one who brings deliverance. So God making a “helper” for the human - that creature does not have to be inferior
or subservient or of lesser status. The Hebrew conveys something more like “a helper to correspond to him” - a strong
partner, a mutual support.

God notices that the human is lonely and decides to make a partner for him. But it takes a few tries to get it right. First God
mabkes all the animals of the field and the birds of the air, and runs them by the human as potential partners. I imagine a
sort of parade of creatures, streaming by in all their delightful variety, as the human looks on. But none of these cattle or
birds or animals are a partner for the human - instead the human gives them all names and they go on their way. So God
tries a different technique. God puts the human to sleep and takes a side from his body - God makes another creature from



the human, a creature alike enough to be his ezer, his partner. God creates a second human from the breath-filled dirt of the
first. And when the human wakes, he has finally found what he needs to be truly at home: a companion.

So too do we all need companionship. Not a spouse, necessarily, but companions for the journey. Helpers to correspond to
us. Partners, people to be there for mutual support. To be there when we need a friend, when we need someone to talk to,
when we need someone to understand how messy and complicated being a human can be - and to appreciate with us all the
beauty there is to be found in the midst of the pain. At its best, this is the kind of home the church is: a community of
imperfect humans human-ing together. Doing life together, being companions for one another on the journey. Being helper-
partners for each other as we navigate the joys and challenges of the human lifespan. Being a home for one another: a place
where we can feel that sense of belonging, that sense of safety, that sense of peace.

We don’t become this kind of companions for one another just by sitting next to each other in the pews - though I do
believe that the practice of worshipping together builds up the bonds of community. But proximity does not automatically
create community. We could live right next door to someone and never learn their name, never pull in their trashcan or ask
how their day was or offer to water their plants when they’re away. Proximity and community are not the same thing. To
have a real community requires active neighboring. It requires us to commit to companionship. To show up for one another
in the good times and the hard times, to comfort one another and to challenge one another to be more involved. Having a
real community requires us not just to be proximate, but to do the activity of being helper-partners, to do the activity of love.

And that in turn requires us to pay attention. To pay attention: to notice what those around us need and be willing to offer
help, to notice what we ourselves need and be willing to ask for help. In the beginning, after God created the human and
placed him in the garden, God noticed that the human was lonely. God paid attention to the needs of the human - God
was a helper to the human, trying and trying again until God had created a companion to truly be the human’s helper-
partner.

And so God calls us to open up our eyes and ears to the needs of those around us - to pay attention to our fellow humans
so that we can be helper-partners for one another. That’s what we’ll be focusing on in our worship together for the next four
weeks: considering the lilies; paying attention. The Bible is full of examples of God paying attention to humans - to
humans’ needs, their wants, the places they need deliverance, or support, or grace - the Bible is full of examples of God
paying attention to humans. And we in turn are called to pay attention: to pay attention to God’s grace at work in our lives;
to pay attention to God’s good creation; to pay attention to our own needs and desires; to pay attention to the joys and
concerns of our fellow humans. We are called to pay attention.

So as we continue to worship together today and as we share a meal together shortly, I invite you to pay attention. Pay
attention: what do you see, hear, smell, touch, taste? Pay attention: what is God speaking to your spirit as you participate in
this Homecoming celebration? And pay attention to those around you: who might be in need of the kind of companionship
that makes them feel at home? After all, it is not good for a human to be alone. Every human needs helpers. Would you be
mine, could you be mine, won’t you be my neighbor?



