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“One person is incapable of being a church”  –Cambridge Platform, 1648 

 

After a month of discussing “home” in worship, in our monthly insert, and in 

covenant groups, someone has to say it: 

 

Home is not always what its cracked up to be.  

 

Welcome home. Make yourself at home. I can't wait to get home. Home, sweet 

home. Over and over again, the language of “home” suggests a sense of home 

as a place of belonging and safety.  Inviting someone to make yourself at home 

encourages a person to relax, to feel safe. To feel at home with someone or 

something indicates both familiarity as well as a sense of relative safety. 

 

Yet, for many, the experience of “home” has not been one of safety, but of 

violence. One in 4 women will experience domestic violence in her lifetime.1 

Every year, more than 3 million children witness domestic violence in their 

home. Rather than the tranquility of “home, sweet home,” for too many 

“home” is a stage of violence and fear. 

  

To some, home is not always what its cracked up to be.  

 

                                                        
1
 http://www.safehorizon.org/index/what-we-do-2/domestic-violence--abuse-53/domestic-

violence-the-facts-195.html 
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I am grateful that my own home as a girl in the Midwest did feel safe.  Most 

every night for dinner, I sat across the table from my brothers. Our parents sat 

at the two ends, bookends to our oval of belonging. Not infrequently, the extra 

table leaves would be brought out and my grandparents would join our circle. 

My mom’s parents would come together for decades until first my 

grandmother, then my grandfather died. My dad’s parents still come. In fact, in 

August my son and I joined my grandparents at their table—a table they have 

shared in marriage for nearly 65 years.  

 

When I was a young woman of 24, I eagerly looked forward to setting the 

table for my own family circle. Within the first year of marriage, we bought a 

house; I became pregnant, and then gave birth my son.  Just as I had 

envisioned, my parents and my grandparents came to our family table.  What I 

had not anticipated was how difficult my marriage would become, or how an 

emotional darkness would slip over me.  

 

Sometimes, home is not always what its cracked up to be. 

 

The phrase, “Home, sweet home”, was first penned in the 19th century by an 

American, John Howard Payne, who was living away from home in England. 

His own longing for home became a cultural icon when, in 1939, a homesick 

Dorothy, lost in the land of Oz, chanted his words, “There’s no place like home, 

there’s no place like home.” 

 

Is there no place like home? IS “home” the be all and end all of places?  
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To many of you, questioning “home” may border on the sacrilegious. Home is 

powerful idea that helps us to communicate our experiences of belonging. 

Indeed, throughout the month, we have heard four eloquent and moving 

testimonials about finding a sense of home after a period of isolation. I, too, 

know this feeling. Like all of you, my life has been full of the ebb and flow of a 

sense of connection and disconnection—of feeling like a stranger and of 

feeling “at home.” 

 

So, I do sometimes use the word home to communicate that sense of 

connection. But, I also have deep concerns about the idea of home—and how 

its been used not only to signal a space of belonging, but also places of 

exclusion. 

 

Sometimes home is not always what its cracked up to be. 

 

In our reading today, we are able to literally see how a hometown can be a 

place that teaches its residents about who belongs and where.  Pratt describes 

the landscape of her hometown not simply out of nostalgia, but because she’s 

trying to understand where she comes from. She’s trying to question her own 

sense of “normal” about how the world “works.”  

 

By describing her childhood view of her hometown, Pratt relates how her 

sense “normal” was shaped by both the physical layout of her town and how 

the people moved in and out the buildings. Women didn’t play in the pool hall  

(message: its ok to segregate men and women). There were two doors to the 

doctor’s office (message: its ok to segregate blacks and whites).  
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In this way, her hometown taught her a sense of belonging…and messages 

about exclusion.   

 

Sometimes home is not always what its cracked up to be.  

 

After reading Pratt’s essay a number of years ago now, I began asking a lot of 

questions about what our ideas of “home” teach us about who belongs… and 

where. When I say a lot of questions,  I mean A LOT of questions…the idea of 

home, in fact, became the topic of my 280 page doctoral dissertation.   

[When a minister colleague heard that I was preaching on “home”, she joked, 

“So, it’s going to be a looooooong sermon?” Don’t worry I won’t keep you here all 

day!!] 

 

When people learned about my topic, often they responded with an affirming 

story about what “home” meant to them.  I felt like a heel when I explained 

that I was writing a critical dissertation about home—that I was arguing that 

the language of home could be a problem.  

 

Who criticizes HOME?!!?  Well, I did. And I do.  

 

Home is not always what its cracked up to be. 

 

Home can be a place of violence for intimate partners and for children. The 

idea of home can be used to tell people where they belong—as in “a woman 

belongs at home with her children.” And the idea of home can be used to 



 5 

violently exclude those who are deemed that they don’t belong—like when a 

young black man walking home is shot and killed a neighborhood watch 

protecting his home.  Or, consider the many acts of violence and exclusion that 

have been justified since 9/11 in the name of Homeland Security. 

 

Yes, home is a meaningful and powerful word to convey a sense of belonging 

and connection. But, it also has a dangerous and violent potential to exclude 

those who are not seen as belonging. 

 

Home is not always what its cracked up to be. 

 

Like Minnie Bruce Pratt’s critical reexamination of her hometown, I question 

how our church homes also teach lessons about exclusion as well as about 

belonging. 

 

Many of us are here in this church because we have had experiences in other 

churches where we decidedly did not feel at home. Maybe you felt that you 

didn’t belong because of what you did—or didn’t—believe about “God”. Or, 

maybe you felt that you didn’t belong because of who you loved or how you 

chose to express that love.   

 

Many of you are here and return here because it is a place of belonging, of 

connection. This is a very, very good thing. I firmly believe that we are called 

to be a community of love and care to one another. I believe that we need to 

belong to such communities. And, I believe that we are called to be a part of 

making such communities of love and of justice.  We are called to make 
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“home,” to make a place where we aim to build connections love, of justice, of 

dignity, and respect.  

 

Yesterday, a whole lot of you were here helping out with the Yard Sale to raise 

money for the New Orleans trip. The more than $6,400 that was raised will go 

to purchase construction materials to help repair a home damaged by 

Hurricane Katrina. (Yes, they are still rebuilding.)  We’re all quite aware that 

building a house takes work and ongoing work.  Home maintenance.   

 

In the same way, the communities that we call home require our work and our 

care. We make our homes by the messages that we send in how we structure 

and maintain our shared space. We make our homes by how we engage in the 

work of this community. So, to me, the question is not simply whether or not a 

place feels like home, but what kind of home are we making? 

 

Is our church home always what its cracked up to be? 

 

Were we able to stand in the steeple of our church and look down at the 

landscape of our church home, what would we see? What lessons do we teach  

by how our structure is built or by who is where and doing what? 

 

Some of you may have seen a cartoon of a person in a wheelchair at the 

bottom of a tall flight of stairs leading into a church. Beside the stairs is a sign 

“all are welcome.” But, just how welcoming is a church that has no way for this 

person to get inside!?! 
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Thankfully, here at UUAC, there have been repeated efforts to make the 

building accessible to persons with physical disabilities. The church installed 

an elevator as well as the beautiful new ramp outside. At a ministry council 

meeting last spring, a conversation revealed a problem with the listening 

devices in the sanctuary. On the very next Sunday, steps were taken to have 

them fixed. These are great examples of how our church has worked to 

include people.  

 

Are there also ways that the church inadvertently sends messages of 

exclusion? I know some among you have begun to question what it says when 

all of our bathrooms are marked “men” or “women”?  Does this send a 

message of exclusion to persons who are questioning their gender identity— 

who aren’t comfortable clearly identifying as either “male” or “female”? 

 

Beyond the physical structure of the church, are there other messages of 

inclusion or exclusion that our church teaches? How well do we do in making 

a space where we all feel like we belong—even if we have differences about 

music, the use of sacred scriptures, or whether language of God sings forth 

from you or sticks in your throat?  

 

What kind of church home are we making?  

 

On the top of today’s order of service is a quote from the Cambridge Platform, 

a 1648 document written by our Puritan ancestors.  Rather than a statement 

of theology, it’s actually about how to govern and structure a church.  

In other words, it wrestles with questions of how to make a church.  
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Admittedly, it’s pretty dry reading. But I love this quote: “One person is 

incapable of being a church.”  I imagine a recipe card describing how to make a 

church. Step 1: gather people. Note: more than one person is required.   

 

To be a church is to be in relationship with other people. To be a church is to 

be connected to others. And so, to be a church is to be faced with questions of 

how to structure and shape how we are to relate to each other. 

 

How are we going to make decisions? How do decision makers get their 

information? What responsibility does each of us have to speak out about our 

thoughts and concerns?  To whom do we express our thoughts and concerns? 

 

One person is incapable of being a church. We are in this together. Church has 

always been about working together to make a space to meet together, to 

laugh and grieve together, to learn together, and to love together. We make 

our church together.  

 

I challenge us all to question what kind of church home are we making?  

 

Let us celebrate that so many of us are able to feel at home here.  At the same 

time, may we remember that home is not always all that it’s cracked up to be.   

Home can signal belonging, but also exclusion. Home can be a place of safety, 

but also of violence.   
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I caution us all to not be afraid of questioning our home or even our ideas of 

what a church home is supposed to look like. May we together engage in the 

ongoing work of making a church home that genuinely seeks to make space 

for all of us—in our shared convictions as well as in our differences? 

 

So may it be. Amen. 

 

 

Reading 

 

Excerpt from Minnie Bruce Pratt, “Identity: Skin, Blood, Heart” in Three 

Feminist Perspectives on Anti-Semitism and Racism 

 
Background:  The author recounts how, at about age 8, her father wanted to 

take her to the top of the courthouse for a view of their town. Although she was 

afraid to go that high, as an adult she describes what she would have seen. 

 
 
What I would have seen at the top: on the streets around the courthouse 
square, the Methodist church, the limestone building with the county Health 
Department, Board of Education, Welfare Department (my mother worked 
there), the yellow brick Baptist church, the Gulf station, the pool hall (no 
women allowed), Cleveland’s grocery, Ward’s shoe store: then all in a line, 
connected, the bank, the post office, Dr. Nicholson’s office, one door for whites, 
one for Blacks: then separate, the Presbyterian church, the newspaper office, 
the yellow brick jail, same brick as the Baptist church, and as the courthouse.  
 
…I was shaped by my relation to those buildings and to the people in the 
buildings, by ideas of who should be working in the Board of Education, of 
who should be in the bank handling money, of who should have the guns and 
the keys to the jail, of who should be in the jail; and I was shaped by what I 
didn’t see, or didn’t notice, on those streets. 


