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			To my husband, Ryan:

			Having and holding you is my joy.




			To my mother, Jan:

			Your love bears all things. 




			Thank you.

		


		
			

			If I had one particular complaint, it was that my life seemed composed entirely of expectation. I expected—an arrival, an explanation, an apology.

			Marilynne Robinson, Housekeeping
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			Foreword

			Scott Sauls

			I am currently in my forties and yet have never been fully or finally at home.

			Throughout our childhood, Mom and Dad moved us to a new city every two years because of corporate job transfers. Childhood was followed by four years of college, six months teaching tennis in Kentucky, a three-month hiatus in Atlanta, and three-and-a-half years in Saint Louis for seminary. After that, we spent twelve years planting two churches in two different states, followed by five years in New York City and, to date, almost five years in Nashville.

			My wife, Patti, and I swear that we are never leaving Nashville. We are in full agreement, the two of us are, that we are finally home.

			But are we?

			We also swore, early on, that we would give more lasting roots to our kids.

			But did we?

			Recently, our oldest daughter graduated from high school. To commemorate her accomplishment, Patti and I wrote her long letters from Mom and Dad. In those letters we walked down memory lane reflecting on and getting nostalgic about her eighteen years of life. As we reminisced, it dawned on both of us that while we gave the girl opportunities, we never gave the girl roots—at least not with respect to place. To date, she has lived in seven different homes and attended eight different schools in five different cities.

			Contemplating the quasi-nomadic upbringing that we imposed on our daughter, Patti wrote in her letter from Mom, “I am so so so sorry . . . and you’re welcome.”

			The “I’m sorry” part makes good sense. Moving of any kind is disorienting, especially in childhood. It uproots a child from friends, teachers, neighborhoods, and familiar spaces. It digs a hole in the heart, uprooting and rerooting like that. For better or for worse, our daughter’s story has become the same as mine. It’s a story with no lifelong friends or neighbors or houses from childhood. Instead, it’s the story of a traveler.

			What good could come from seven homes and eight schools and five cities in eighteen years? Why on earth would my wife feel compelled to say “You’re welcome” right after saying “I am so so so sorry” to our daughter? I believe it’s because regret and hope don’t have to be mutually exclusive. In our daughter’s case the two can run together for three reasons I can think of.

			First, home is more than a place. Home is also the people you travel with and live alongside as you move from place to place. And, for those who travel with Jesus, family is everywhere—surrogate daughters, sons, brothers, sisters, mothers, fathers, grandmas, and grandpas await us in every city and town to which the church has been scattered.

			Even more than this, home is three Persons versus a single place. The God of nomadic travelers is our home. He is the God of Abraham, who left country and kindred and his father’s house to the land that God would show him. He is the God of Israel, who wandered in the wilderness for forty years. He is the God of the Jews, who were taken captive to Egypt, Assyria, and Babylon after their homes were taken from them by conquest. And he is the God of Jesus Christ, who, in his most “displaced” moments, cried out to his Father for wisdom, comfort, and presence. This Father—this traveling God who also never leaves, and whose dominion and presence covers every single person, place, and thing—is also our Father. He is never away from us, and we are never away from him. Wherever we go, his goodness and mercy follow us for all of our days. If we ascend to heaven, he is there. If we make our beds in Sheol, he is there also. And? He is not merely with us; he is within us. He will never leave us or forsake us. In that sense, we are never not at home.

			Second, while there are immense benefits to putting down roots in a particular place among a particular people (contrary to, and perhaps because of my immensely poor example, I highly recommend it), there are also some potential liabilities—namely, the narrowing, blinding effect of never being exposed to cultures, peoples, places, skin colors, economic brackets, dialects, philosophies, experiences, and perspectives that those who are other can offer us. For it is only in drawing near to the other that we gain a fuller appreciation of the imago Dei. For the imago Dei (image of God) is not contained in any single people group or place, but rather in the faces and stories and triumphs and sorrows of every nation, tribe, tongue, and generation. Rather than lock us down into a single place and perspective, the nomadic way increases our exposure and broadens our horizons.

			Third, and perhaps most relevant, Patti’s “You’re welcome” to our daughter for the quasi-nomadic life that we have “given” her is that a quasi-nomadic life confirms that none of us is home—at least not yet. Said another way, traveling from place to place stirs our longing for the home that is truly home.

			Indeed, none of us has arrived. Even the most rooted among us are, as the apostle reminds us, aliens and strangers who are traveling through a land that is, by its fallen nature, foreign to us. We are, as it were, exiles. The place that Jesus has gone and prepared for us is not here but there. Not even the faith heroes of Hebrews 11 got to see or experience the “better country” while they were living. So then neither should we expect to see or experience home fully or finally until Jesus returns. This is the same Jesus who will make all things new as he transforms this weary world into a garden city—new Jerusalem, with a tree rooted down deep, right in its center, planted there for the healing of the nations—that we will forever call home.

			Until then, even the most solid homes and the deepest roots will merely be appetizers to prepare us for an everlasting feast, road signs to prepare us for an everlasting destination, temporary dwellings to prepare us for an everlasting home.

			Like every good gift from God, the places and people that we call home are pointers, but they are not the point. Until we understand this, I daresay we will not only be wanderers but aimless and rootless ones. “Aim at heaven,” C. S. Lewis said, “and you’ll get earth thrown in. Aim at earth and you’ll get neither.”

			Lewis also said, “If we find ourselves with a desire that nothing in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation is that we were made for another world.”

			Lewis’s observation, coupled with my own sometimes lonesome and sometimes wonderful nomadic years, makes me so grateful for writers like Jen Michel.

			The book you hold in your hands is Jen’s second book. I would be remiss not to also recommend to you, with highest praise, her first—Christianity Today’s Book of the Year, no less—called Teach Us to Want. But this, Jen’s second book, is like a buffet of appetizers, each of which points to the feast that awaits us at the banquet table of God. It is like a series of road signs, each one serving as a reminder that though we are still traveling, our final destination is just around the bend. It is like a series of stops along the journey—none of which we own but are merely paying rent, and yet all of which we are meant to savor—as each season and step gets us closer and closer to the home where Jews and Gentiles, Pharisees and prostitutes, smug sons and prodigals, urban dwellers and farmers, the rooted and the rootless will all find welcome.

			Keeping Place is both memoir and rich biblical theology, and is, in all of its parts, an aroma of the home we’ve been made and are destined for. With wit, candor, a good bit of humor, and transparent glimpses into her home, her history, her travels, her travails, her worship, her marriage, her table, her rest, and her longings—Jen offers an oasis for all of us who are homesick. Most of all, she teaches us to better discern the sights, smells, and tastes of home that are all around us right here and right now. In other words, she helps us aim at heaven, so that along the way, a little bit of earth gets thrown in too.

			I pray for you, and I pray for myself, that we would be given eyes to see as Jen does.

			

		





Preface

151 Glendon Avenue 
Toronto, Ontario

[image: ]

It almost feels like December in New Zealand,” Caleb exclaims, taking off his shoes at our front door. Having recently moved to Toronto for a neurosurgery fellowship, he visibly mourns that his family’s first Canadian Christmas, celebrated together with our family and other members of our church, is not the white idyll of greeting cards. Several months earlier, he, his wife, and his three children crossed continents and oceans, expecting to return home to a prestigious position at a renowned hospital. But the future ominously shape-shifts, dims, blurs. Professional doors close in New Zealand, and opportunity dries up. “We’ll consider Australia next,” Caleb explains. “Then Singapore.”

Judith arrives next, bearing her promised plate of delicately decorated Christmas cookies in the shapes of angels and camels, bells and trees. Nearing seventy, Judith was widowed in middle age and left to raise her three boys without a father. She eventually remarried, though she and her second husband have recently separated for reasons she leaves silent. Alone, she bears the weight of a present that is neither divorce nor marriage. Her future pitches with uncertainty, even if her faith acts as admirably as sea legs.

Hannah and Solomon follow behind Judith. Born in Ghana, the couple grew up in London, living there until they moved to Canada, one week after their wedding. Six months after their international move, Solomon was diagnosed with stage 4 cancer; two years later, he lives a merciful and miraculous stay of execution. If Christmas marks a holy birth, it also signals, for this couple, God’s gift of ongoing life. I ask the young, childless couple about their plans for the future, whether they’ll stay in Toronto or return to London. Hannah hesitates before answering. “We’re at home here. At least for now.”

Andrea is last to arrive. The only Canadian to join our cosmopolitan group for Christmas dinner, like Judith, she comes alone. Her parents died months before her high school graduation; weeks later, her older sister, executor of the estate, ordered her out of the family home, refusing to pay her university fees. At eighteen, Andrea was marched forcibly into independence and solitary self-sufficiency; at forty, she’s returned to Canada from Asia, where she spent the last ten years, her future buoying on the hope of reconciling with her siblings. “I’m giving it a chance,” she says softly. Home, that is.

Around our dinner table at Christmas, these are the stories that home tells. Each inhabits a fragile in-between. Even our family, host of the occasion, lives a rented, expatriate life in Toronto, the city where we chose to make our home after my husband was offered a corporate transfer. Like that of our guests, our future shimmers like a mirage. If we extend our arms, reaching for clarity, we grasp at the wind.

How Did We Get Here?

It wasn’t difficult to move five years ago. My husband, Ryan, and I were raised in churches that valorized missionary service as the zenith of Christian devotion. In our mythologies of faith, uprooted trees were the most virtuous kind. We grew up in the incandescence of names such as Lottie Moon, Amy Carmichael, and Hudson Taylor. As children at Vacation Bible School we pooled our pennies to send the good news to the jungles of Ecuador, Papua New Guinea, and the heart of Africa. At missions conferences and revival services, the plaintive notes of “Just as I Am” wooed from the front, begging us to surrender all to Jesus. After all, even God’s Son had no place to lay his head.

At twenty-two, a year after having served a summer together in Mali, Africa, with a team from Wheaton College, Ryan and I married under the banner of Psalm 67: 

May God be gracious to us and bless us 

and make his face shine upon us, 	Selah

that your way may be known on earth, 

your saving power among all nations. (Ps 67:1-2) 

We committed ourselves, as newlyweds, if not to vocational ministry, at the very least, to the ends of the earth. We believed that the nations bid us leave, not stay, and after several geographic moves, the nations eventually embraced us in Toronto. The winds of God’s diaspora have blown us here.

In truth, I want the nations to impose a divinely linear line on our serial displacement. But I can’t help also feeling like we are failing terrifically at stability, especially at the time when our oldest daughter, entering high school, is supposed to be needing it most. Every year, we depend on the Canadian powers that be to renew our visa and extend our stay, which is, of course, nothing like staying and everything like visiting. In my moments of in-between, I let myself wonder what it might have been like to cherish something other than change. What if we had stayed put? This book grows out of that anxious curiosity, if also the inevitable homesickness, which Frederick Buechner describes as the innermost heart of human desiring.1 To be human, whether having moved or stayed, is to long for home.

Many of us seem to be recovering the sacred, if ordinary, beauty of place. Perhaps we’re reading along with Wendell Berry, falling in love with Berry’s small-town barber and Jayber Crow’s small-town life. As Troy Chatham fells the final grove of trees on the family farm, destroying hundreds of years of memory in unrestrained greed, we discover the grief in losing connection to the land.2 Or maybe we’re simply reading our Bibles better, discovering that while we might wish to flatten Scripture to serve our didactic purposes, it rises up in flesh and sinew, muscle and bone: God’s holy story is written in the lives of people and their places. Whatever the reasons, I hope that Keeping Place will have a part in the place conversation, offering hope to the wanderer, help to the stranded.

The Shape of This Book

To explore the meaning of home in part one, I share stories from my own life; offer up cultural, literary, and historical artifacts; and most importantly explore the storied landscape of the Bible, which insists on the gift of place and the welcoming love of a homemaking, housekeeping God. Home was one of humanity’s first gifts. I’ve become convinced that what happens from Genesis to Revelation can be told as a home story: God makes a home, sinners take leave, and the Father bids our return. More than that, I believe that we must learn to share the gospel in this way. As civil rights activist John Perkins has written, “The job of an evangelist is to connect God’s good news with people’s deep yearnings.”3 From the Syrian refugee to the suburbanite, people are longing for a place to throw open the door and breathe in belonging. They are looking for home. While the average agnostic today is not necessarily looking for unimpeachable arguments for the existence of God, in their most private moments, they might admit to the transcendental longing expressed by agnostic author-philosopher Julian Barnes in his book Nothing to Be Frightened Of: “I don’t believe in God, but I miss Him.”4

Keeping Place isn’t, however, only about the longing for home; it’s also about its shared labor. There is work to be done in the world God has made and will remake; there is housekeeping, if you will. And this is the focus of part two of this book: how God’s welcome inspires our work. It might be helpful to think of this book tracing the arc of a Sunday morning liturgy. If it opens with a call to worship the Homemaker, it ends with a commission to make a home for others in the world. In some sense every vocation is an act of homemaking and housekeeping because we are made in the image of a homemaking God.

Though her legacy was not explicitly Christian, Jane Addams, a social reformer in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, took up housekeeping as I mean to primarily use it in this book. She founded the Hull House in Chicago in 1889, sensing that the industrialized American city had failed in the measure that it lacked “domesticity.” Addams fought for immigrant rights, labor reform, juvenile justice, public housing and healthcare, and the Hull House became a cultural center and a safe haven for immigrants. In 1893, Hull House established a communal playground, reclaiming from unsanitary tenement buildings a safe place for recreation.

As the mission of Hull House expanded, so did its real estate. Addams hired the socially conscious architects Allen and Irving Pond to design the enlarged complex. Built like a university quadrangle with a courtyard at the center, the complex eventually included thirteen buildings, one of which was specifically designated for children. There, a nursery and kindergarten program provided education to disadvantaged children, and the Infant Welfare Society, a well-baby clinic, and a city dental clinic offered medical services and training for young mothers. Of Addams, the feminist scholar Glenna Matthews writes, “One could argue that the settlement-house movement itself, with its creative reform legacy, was a working-out of domestic feminist visions because settlement women sought to carry the values of home to slum-dwellers.”5 Addams became the first unofficial garbage inspector in Chicago, trailing the garbage inspectors “through alleys knee-deep in rotting food, beer, animal carcasses, and human and animal waste. Addams ensured that the city wards didn’t avoid their duties in a neighborhood that was often ignored.”6 Though she was neither a wife nor mother, Jane Addams was a homemaker for Chicago’s immigrant poor. She took up the embodied work of welcome; she labored for love. Similarly, Christian men and women, praying for God’s kingdom to come on earth as it is in heaven, work to make it possible for all human beings to flourish—now and into eternity. Housekeeping, as an important dimension of the home story, insists that an in-between life must never be an idle one. To be blessed is to be sent.

No greater example can be offered than God’s own incarnate Son, Jesus—who exchanged the glories of a heavenly home for the indignities of an earthly one. He healed the lame, forgave the sinner, cleansed the temple, and eventually surrendered himself to the public humiliation of Roman crucifixion because the world refused him welcome. In every act of what we might call the cosmic housekeeping, the divine body was implicated; salvation was no virtual affair.

On the night he was betrayed, Jesus took up a basin and a towel and washed the dirty feet of his disciples because he knew his home story: “that he had come from God and was going back to God” (    Jn 13:3). As Jesus anticipated the cross, home was not only his confidence, it was also his commitment. We are servants in his stead.

This is not a book about women and women’s work, although women do feature prominently in the stories the Bible tells about home. It is not primarily a book about marriage and family, although I am a wife and mother. Instead, this is book about witness and work: the witness of our God’s welcome, the witness of our homesickness, and the ongoing witness and work of the church. As James K. A. Smith describes, we are “‘narrative animals’: we define who we are, and what we ought to do, on the basis of what story we see ourselves in.”7 Home is that story.

And we are its witness.









Part I

The Welcome of Home
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Nostalgia

The Longing for Home

156 Charjean Drive 
Jackson, Tennessee
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As a child in elementary school, I didn’t play house. I kept it. Several times a week, I marched imperiously through the rooms with a laundry basket on my hip, rescuing stray books and orphaned socks. When the basket brimmed, I dumped the loot at the threshold of either my brother’s or my parents’ bedroom, a signal that careless housekeeping would not be tolerated. Never did I condescend to put anything away.

Such was my precocious, self-interested pleasure in wringing order out of chaos, a word that exaggerates the state of domestic affairs in my house growing up. My mother, a nurse, was hardly the worst of housekeepers. To her credit she maintained sanitary standards. But if things in our home were clean, they were not always neat. Furniture served alternate purposes for which they were not primarily intended. The microwave stored cookbooks. We left clean laundry for weeklong stretches on the Ping-Pong table and the couch. If there has been one method of housekeeping my mother consistently relied on, it is accumulation. Even as my mother and stepfather began downsizing in their retirement in the past year, the task of deciding what would stay and what would go proved Herculean. “What will I do about my Christmas dishes?” my mother asked me over the phone, grief ringing in her voice. The painstaking negotiation was not unlike a divorce settlement.

Once upon a time, in my cluttered childhood home, a laundry basket made the material world comprehensible. There was a place for everything, and everything in its place. Today, at home with my husband, five children, and our gray chinchilla, Gandalf, my domestic ambitions fail despite that I’ve labeled pantry shelves and paid generous sums for the performance of regular chores. Beds are haphazardly made. Someone absconds with the Scotch Tape. The glue disappears from the homework supply box, causing someone to shed crocodile tears over his inability to catalog the animals, which do and do not lay eggs.

The housekeeping suffers at my house. It suffers enough that my eleven-year-old daughter, a blond version of my younger self, scolds her twin brothers when they kick off their shoes in the mudroom, and shoes fly in opposite directions. “Didn’t I just clean up?” she demands. Camille has a preternatural instinct for housekeeping.

Which may be another way of saying: she longs for home.

Humanity’s Oldest Ache

In an interview with the New York Times, Tiffany Watt Smith, author of The Book of Human Emotions, described her research on the role that language plays in our emotional lives. As Smith argues, words not only describe how we feel; they distinctly shape how we understand our feelings. In other words, a diminished vocabulary limits not just emotional self-expression but emotional self-perception. As complex emotional beings, we need nomenclature for fear and self-doubt, longing and desire. In short, we must be taught to explain ourselves to ourselves as well as to others.

“One of the emotions I became really interested in when researching the book was homesickness,” Smith described in the interview. In the mid to late eighteenth century, homesickness was counted a credible source of physical ailment and even considered a possible cause of death. According to medical records, homesick patients experienced the expected symptoms of depression and fatigue, but they also suffered surprising physical ones, such as sores, pustules, and fevers. In severe cases, sufferers refused to eat, growing so weak as to eventually die. Their doctors labeled their deaths severe cases of nostalgia—from nostos, “homecoming,” and algia, “pain.” (The last mention of “nostalgia” on a death certificate was in 1918.)1

Nostalgia may have disappeared from our medical dictionaries, but we have not cured the ache for home. To be human is to know the grief of some paradise lost. Each of us—however happily settled—suffers a foreboding sense of rupture, as if we have been cut off from some hidden source of happiness. We are not unlike Lot, the nephew of Abraham, who parts from his uncle upon arriving in Canaan. When given first pick of the land, without any living memory of Eden, Lot scans the horizon and settles in the well-watered Jordan Valley because it bears resemblance to “the garden of the LORD” (Gen 13:10). Lot suffered nostalgia—or, as the French would say, maladie du pays: sickness of [a lost] country.

Biblical words related to home can denote physical dwelling, family household, material possessions, as well as geographical and social connections, but these words only hint at the emotional dimensions of the English word home and its cousins in German, Danish, Swedish, Icelandic, and Dutch. In these languages home connotes much more than geography and material reality; home also describes an emotional state of being. For the linguistic ancestors of the Old Norse, home, heima, means more than bricks and mortar. In part, its walls are safety, its windows, welcome. Provided there is intimacy and a sense of belonging, a home can be made in almost any place.2

Home represents humanity’s most visceral ache—and our oldest desire.

The Witness of Literature

Instinctive to the witness of Western Literature is the longing for home. Odysseus spent ten years fighting at Troy and another ten years getting home. His son, Telemachus, awaiting his father, defends his mother from the string of suitors wishing against Odysseus’s safe return. He laments his father’s exile. “How I wish I could have been rather son to some fortunate man, whom old age overtook among his possessions.”3 Telemachus senses the privilege of belonging to a place that serves as witness to our birth and spectator to our death, and understands that home is the place for being recognized, received, remembered. Missed. In the face of death, home, as perceived stability, is one hedge against the terror of the réveil mortel—the wake-up call to mortality. As writer Julian Barnes has put it in Nothing to Be Frightened Of, we live with “the vicious awareness that this is a rented world.”4 The grass withers, and the flowers fade: ours is an impermanent life. At the very least, home is a steadying consolation when the lights go out.

The novel is a powerful literary witness to human nostalgia: as philosopher and literary critic Georg Lukács has written, the novel is the great form of “transcendental homelessness.”5 This is to say that from Don Quixote to Don Delillo, the world’s greatest writers are giving voice to our inexorable grief at lostness and our irrepressible joy at being found. Homelessness, whether physical or spiritual, is the terror of the elements and the threat of an angry sky. Home is the dry place we are all searching for. Humans need home.

Marilynne Robinson’s third novel in the Gilead series, Lila, reprises the story of the Reverend John Ames from the perspective of his unlikely wife, who had been rescued as a feverish young toddler by a girl named Doll. “There were arms around her to let her know she was safe, and there was a whisper at her ear to let her know that she should not be lonely. The whisper said, ‘I got to find a place to put you down. I got to find a dry place.’”6 Doll makes a home for Lila on the run, and the only stability the two enjoy as drifters is their loyalty to one another.

Many years later, after Doll’s death, Lila finds a ramshackle cabin at the edge of Gilead, where she makes a temporary home. Upon going into town to look for work, she makes John Ames’s acquaintance. Seeing him thereafter only occasionally and taking strange initiative to tend the roses of his first wife’s grave, Lila eventually tells Ames he ought to marry her. To the shock of the town, even his own, he does, and soon she conceives his child.

But neither John Ames nor Lila is convinced that she will stay in Gilead permanently, not when she has mastered the rituals of vagrancy and the reflexes of distrust. She has never had a home. Yet the old man is good to her. “The old coat he had put over her shoulders when they were walking in the evening was as good to remember as the time Doll took her up in her arms. She thought it was nothing she had known to hope for and something she had wanted too much all the same.”7 If Lila never held out real hope for having a home—that dry place out of the rain—it was also true there was nothing she had wanted more.

The Voice of the Refugee

Fiction isn’t our only witness of home; the front page is. In the most recent European migrant crisis, for example, desperate families, forced by war and poverty, leave home. The tragedy of these asylum seekers isn’t only material loss, although it certainly is not less than that. When they crowd into rafts and trains, when they walk for days, history heavy on their
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