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ON A JOURNEY January 27, 2002

By Tom Ehrich

 "Immediately James and John left the boat and their father, and followed him. Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the good news of the kingdom and curing every disease and every sickness among the people." (Matthew 4.22-23, from the Gospel for today)
----------

Home again!

Back to the eager embrace of my 10-year-old son, back to my loving wife, back to home cooking and dozing in front of a fire, wrapped in the afghan my wife crocheted for me in my college colors.

Back to good coffee, early morning at the computer writing these meditations (where I hope my output will be more consistent than it was in Europe), and the little touches that make a house a home.

I enjoy business travel. This trip to London, Paris and Naples had wonderful moments. I missed my family, and there is nothing on the road that equals family. But the road is a good place to be. Energizing, enlightening, a new vista around every corner, fresh insights cascading over me.

If a primary goal in life is understanding - to understand oneself, one's environment, other people, and the God who is Lord of it all – then risking the road is essential. There is a vast world out there. My trips to Western Europe barely scratch the surface. Out there are people who see and live the most basic realities in ways that are different from anything I know.


My sense of self and other will remain shallow until I grasp the fundamental diversity of the human condition. My sense of God will remain the thin brew of Sunday School pictures. Until I see distant others as more than newspaper headlines, movie images and occasional topics of war, I am limited to perceiving my narrow slice as normative and my images of God as complete.


The more we see of the world, of course, the more bewildered we become and the less certain. I think our first reaction to diversity is to see the other as wrong, not yet enlightened, trapped, maybe an enemy. Once the Taliban fell, for example, I waited for Afghan women to throw off their burqas and join Western women in standing tall. A few did. But most have not. Are they wrong, not yet found, still beaten down, or just different?

For three years I have been trying to teach Italian workers to embrace a new software system. Once they saw its power and efficiencies, I thought they would relish it. A few have. But most simply do not value power, efficiency, change or progress. Are they wrong, in need of direction, or just different?

When Jesus was instructing his disciples, he took them on the road. He showed them the world outside their boundaries. Starting close to home but inexorably widening his circle, he took them to places they had not seen, showed them unfamiliar dimensions of the human experience.


The disciples had to do more than leave their homes and kin. They left their boundaries, their certainties, their religion, their understandings. It was difficult for them, for they did not go as tourists who cluck about the strange ways of foreigners but as companions who see new things and must accept them as also beloved of God.

To this day, religion has tended to focus on the home front. Religion has viewed the other as dangerous, a threat to the franchise, as it were, or as a lesser light needing to be lifted higher. 


If religion looks outside itself, it is often with pity. But to a degree that we probably do not recognize, religion simply never looks outside itself. Instead of joining Jesus on the road, we invite him into our boats and homes, as that final guest who makes the dinner complete, as that ornament which makes the hearthside perfect.
