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Home 
 
Today, as the Sunday that falls closest to Halloween and before All Saints Day, is 
traditionally celebrated in Protestant denominations as Reformation Sunday, and 
so in honor of this tradition today I’d like to let the German Reformer Martin 
Luther have the first words here.  
 
Luther, who suffered from profound spiritual anguish—probably what today would 
be diagnosed as clinical depression—found that when he was looking for the 
words capable of expressing his deepest prayers and longings, he found that 
more often than not he would turn to the book of Psalms.  
 
He even called the Psalms “a little Bible,” as he believed that within them “is 
comprehended most beautifully and briefly everything that is in the entire Bible.” 
 
As with the book of Psalms in general, my experience is that we can also find 
certain individual psalms that seem to condense and crystallize something of the 
essence of the biblical vision of human life—psalms that speak to what it’s like to 
find ourselves alive with breath that comes not from ourselves; what it’s like to be 
thrown into this awesome world not of our own design; what it’s like to have this 
fleeting and brief acquaintance with the world, and yet to also to have this sense 
of that which is boundless and infinite and eternal.  
 
Psalm 90, I think, speaks directly to these themes such that we can read it as 
one of these crystallizing psalms, a sort little Bible within the little Bible. Perhaps 
you noticed how Psalm 90 moves, for example, through the full gamut of human 
emotion—moving from praise to lament, from despair to hope, and finally from 
petition to comfort and joy and back to praise.   
 
I found strangely that the emotional rollercoaster of this psalm even fits with the 
type of weather we’ve been having here recently, and it reminded me of an old 
saying that I first heard when I moved here to Vermont, “if you don’t like the 
weather in New England, just wait a minute.”  
 
For reasons that escape me, the official lectionary reading for today cuts out the 
middle verses of this Psalm, which are just as wonderful as the beginning and the 
end that we heard, and so I commend you this week to take a look at Psalm 90 in 
its entirety, and I also wanted to give you as our insert a few different versions or 
different translations of the Psalm to take with you and to continue pondering, as 
I found in my own reflections on it this week that I wasn’t able to make it much 
past the first verse. And so my hope is that today will really be just an invitation to 



spend some more time with this stunning prayer-poem, with what the Old 
Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann has, I think rightly, deemed “the most 
magisterial of all the psalms.” 
 
So, as I mentioned, when I sat down to read this psalm I just couldn’t get much 
past the first verse: “Lord, you have been our dwelling place in all generations.” 
Basically, God, you’ve been our home.  
 
Imagine that: God as our home.  
 
There are really very few words, I think, that can strike such a deep and resonant 
chord within us as the word ‘home’.  
 
Of course, part of it is everyday and mundane. For example, we ask each other 
where we live all the time. I feel like I’ve been traveling around the state a lot this 
month for different church gatherings and conferences, and so I’m learning a lot 
about Vermont towns I’ve never heard of before—which is one of the great things 
about that question, ‘where do you live’? It’s easy enough with this question to 
learn a bit about the geography and demographics of a certain place. But every 
now and then, maybe you’ve had this experience also, every now and then the 
question will be asked in a slightly different key, and instead of “where do you 
live?” you’ll hear, “where’s home for you?”  
 
“Where’s home for you?” Depending on my mood for any given day, that 
question can be easy breezy, skipping over the surface of things without causing 
much of a ripple, or it can cause something like a momentary existential crisis, a 
deep shudder shaking me to the core.  
 
“Where’s home for you?” 
 
This sense of ‘home’ speaks to us of a place which is, or a place which should be, 
a place of shelter, a place of comfort, a place of refuge, a sanctuary where we 
can be whoever we are, for better and for worse; a place where we can love and 
be loved; a place where we can serve and be served; a place where, as one of 
my colleagues used to say, a place where we can let our hair down, and so a 
place where we can be our truest selves, without fear of ridicule or rejection.  
 
Of course, this type of home is largely an unrealized ideal, and I imagine not 
many of us have actually found a place like that. In fact, it’s more likely that we 
feel this type of longing for home most acutely precisely when such an 
experience of home is absent from our lives. We even have a word for this 
feeling—the feeling of homesickness.   
 
According to the historian Susan J. Matt, who recently published a book called 



Homesickness: An American History, homesickness as a term was coined in the 
1750s as a more descriptive English term for the more general experience of 
nostalgia. Nostalgia we might think of today as a sort of melancholic longing for a 
lost past, but according to Susan Matt, nostalgia itself was originally coined by a 
Swiss doctor in 1688 to mean precisely what today we think of as 
homesickness—nostalgia originally as longing for a lost home.  And far more 
than a vague emotion, nostalgia as homesickness was originally thought of as a 
very real and very acutely physical disease, with symptoms including lesions, 
fever, dysentery, heart murmurs, incontinence and so on—in other words, 
nostalgia as a very real and a very serious medical condition that could in fact 
lead to death.  
 
It’s interesting to note here that the Swiss doctors who named this illness would 
also refer to it colloquially at the time as the “Swiss disease,” thinking as they did 
that it was their own people who suffered the most from it, missing when they 
were away, for example, the beautiful Swiss alps and the Swiss music and the 
Swiss food and drink, and so of course for them the only cure for nostalgia was to 
return to Switzerland, to return home. I once heard a Vermonter speak in a 
similar way, when he said that he tends to think about the weeks that he spends 
away from Vermont as “Vermont appreciation weeks.”  
 
Anyways, this original understanding of homesickness as an acute physical 
illness continued well into the 19th century. In her book, Susan Matt focuses 
particularly on the Civil War era here in America, and what stood out to me was 
that homesickness was taken so seriously as an illness that at one point bag 
pipes were outlawed as they would only lead to debilitating nostalgia among the 
Scottish peoples, and at another point the song “Home Sweet Home,” then the 
most popular song in the country, was banned completely in the Union army as, 
with its famous line, “there’s no place like home,” it was simply leading to too 
many cases of acute homesickness. In fact, in the Union army 74 soldiers are 
reported as having died from nostalgia as the primary cause of death, and some 
5,000 others were put into critical care treatment an account of being diagnosed 
as homesick.  
 
I find it just fascinating today to note how much things have changed here—how, 
in the 1860s you could open up the paper and read a serious headline like, 
“Soldier dies from homesickenss,” whereas today, good luck trying to get a letter 
from your doctor explaining that you need to take some time off of work, all on 
account of being a bit nostalgic.  
 
In Susan Matt’s telling of it, the change in our cultural understanding of 
homesickness really started to take root in the 20th century, as both large 
corporations and the military started being more global in their scope, and so 
what they needed most were persons capable of moving fluidly from one place to 



another; what they needed, in other words, were people immune to 
homesickness. She tells the story of John Watson, the founder of Behaviorism 
and perhaps the most influential child psychologist of the last century, and she 
tells about how Watson taught parents to prepare their children to leave home as 
soon as possible and so Watson encouraged parents not to hug or kiss their 
children, and not to put them in their laps, but instead to greet their kids in the 
morning with a handshake, and to send them to bed at night again, with a 
handshake, all to prevent the type of emotional attachment that might lead to 
nostalgia. 
 
Frederick Buechner, a Presbytyrian minister and novelist, argues, in his book The 
Longing for Home, that despite the experience of a handshake rather than a hug, 
or to use his language whether our past experience of home leaves us more 
broken and battered than whole and at-peace, we nevertheless as human beings 
still cannot help but long for home, because, as Beuchner points out, that very 
word long suggests that what we long for most is that place to which we most 
belong, and that place which most belongs to us. The longing for home, then, as 
with really any true longing, is in the end the deep-rooted longing to be-long.   
 
And so again, we have our question today, not, ‘where do you live’, but ‘where’s 
home for you’? or in other words, ‘where do you most belong’? 
 
“Lord,” the psalmist says, “Lord you have been our dwelling place in all 
generations.” God you’ve been our home. And so again I invite you today to 
imagine that: God as your home. Which means that wherever you are today, and 
wherever you go this week and beyond, you can be right where you be-long, you 
can be at-home. Amen. 
 
Benediction/Addendum 
 

As our benediction today, I want to give a sort of brief addendum to the sermon…and 
to say that what inspired me to stick with that first verse of Psalm 90 and the theme of 
‘home’ today was nothing other than watching and listening to the cries of the geese 
as they start working their way south through the Champlain Valley.  
 
I feel like their migration has bee a little slower this year than last, but we are starting 
to see them, and I imagine we’ll be seeing more of them over the next weeks. And I 
don’t know about you, but watching and listening to the geese is one of the most 
beautiful and melancholic and I’d say nostalgic moments of the year for 
me…something about hearing the call of the wild geese speaks to this deep longing 
for home.  

 



The 18th century Japanese poet Issa wrote many wonderful haiku about the traveling 
geese, many of them also speaking to this theme of ‘home’, and so I’ll leave you with 
a couple of them today…. 
 

making themselves at home 
asleep, awake... 
geese at my gate 
 
geese landing-- 
the farmer's field too 
a famous resort 
 

 
don't cry, geese-- 
everywhere, the same 
floating world 

 
 

 
 

don't cry, geese! 
your inn is wherever 
the autumn moon shines 
 
traveling geese-- 
the human heart, too 
soars 
 
	  


