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‘Jo Swinney knows what it means to be a nomad – to have a heart expanded from pursuit of a hundred horizons, yet feel heartsick for a patch of cultural and spiritual ground to call “mine”. In Home she weaves a fabric of rich, poignant, and often hilarious stories that touch our own deep longing to belong, showing us along the way that contentment may be found in more places than we’ve imagined. 


In Swinney I’ve found a favourite spiritual writer, and in Home I’ve found a book I will return to again and again. These are wonderfully grounding words for a restless, transient age.’


Sheridan Voysey, writer, speaker, broadcaster, and author


‘This book is a rich, thought-provoking reflection on our sense of home. Drawing together personal story with biblical reflections we are taken on an inner journey which asks us to think about what home is for us, where we belong and who we really are. Highly recommended!’


Dr Paula R. Gooder, Bible Society Theologian in Residence 


‘If you’ve ever felt out of place, ever wondered where home is, ever found yourself longing for a home you’ve lost which no longer exists, this is a book that will both challenge and encourage you. 


Jo Swinney’s Home is a great read. It’s a book that effortlessly weaves together biblical insights, bracing honesty and wisdom earned through life’s challenges and losses and somehow evinces strength wrapped in vulnerability and infused by courage, all of which is underpinned by self-effacing laugh-out-loud humour. It’s brilliant.’


Rev. Dr Calvin Samuel, London School of Theology


‘The deep yearning for home lives in every single one of us. Whether it be the safe place where we can go as our undefended self without fear of being rejected or the whisper of a parent in our soul, we long for a place to be us. Jo Swinney’s book interweaves the threads of her own story and the Bible’s wisdom on the subject of home and in so doing creates a beautiful tapestry of hopefulness for us about what home might be. Jo reminds us that God has a place called home for each of us which is close to his heart and where we are finally and fully accepted for who we are. Her words evoke in us the whispered possibility that even the most lost of us can find a way home, because he has found a way to us.’


Rev. Malcolm Duncan, Gold Hill Baptist Church


‘A heart-ache of a book, evoking and exploring our deepest human yearning to return, and to be, and to find our way home.’


Pete Greig, 24-7 Prayer


‘Home is more than a roof over your head, as I discover every day working to find adoptive and foster homes for children in the care system. Reading Jo’s graceful book will inspire us not only to appreciate something more of our own homes, but perhaps also help us to recognise the incredible privilege it is to offer others the home they so desperately need.’


Dr Krish Kandiah, Home for Good 


‘Anyone who has lived in five countries on three continents in twenty houses over thirty-eight years must have something to say about finding home. Jo Swinney weaves a book that is warm, witty and wise. Blending her story with others points a restless generation to where home really lies. Reading it did my heart good.’


Rev. Ian Coffey, author and speaker


‘In Home Jo Swinney has given us a treasure. Incisive, honest and thought provoking she blows apart preconceptions and encourages us to think expansively, helping build a rich picture of what it means to belong. Whatever life stage you are at this book will provoke, inspire and comfort in equal measure, and ultimately help you discover what it is to be “at home”.’


Katharine Hill, Care for the Family


‘Jo’s book is compassionate, compelling and relatable. Writing from a deeply personal perspective she speaks into the heart of what it means to be human.’


Rev. Kate Bottley, priest and Gogglebox star


‘This is a really lovely gem of a book. Jo writes movingly and amusingly from her own experience and gives us not only a beautiful look at the longing that is in all our hearts – for a place (and people) that we can call home – but the hope that to find such a thing is really possible.’


Dr Ruth Valerio, Tearfund


‘A moving book – about moving home and more. Like Jo and so many of the people whose stories are told in this book, I had a peripatetic childhood, travelling around England and abroad. Around us, there seems to be no end to the streams of refugees, homeless people or those trapped in unhappy homes. For some, the search to find “home” is more troubled than others but we are all on that quest. Jo’s beautifully written book, which draws on Scripture and other Christian teachings, is simply wonderful to have as a reflection and guide on the journey.’


Ruth Gledhill, Christian Today
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Jo Swinney is an author and speaker, the editor of Preach magazine, and a regular contributor to the website Christian Today. She lives in southwest London with her husband, an Anglican clergyman, and their two children.
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For Esther, Jeremy and Beth


O meu lar é onde vocês estão1




PROLOGUE: 


Setting out


The quest begins
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MY NINE-YEAR-OLD DAUGHTER Alexa and I went for an autumn walk this morning, kicking through crunchy red and ochre leaves and walking carefully around puddles – one of us (not me) is too grown up to splash through them these days. We talked about this and that, and got around to the subject of a visit we’re planning to our old neighbourhood, an hour’s drive away. ‘It still feels like home there,’ she said. ‘I know more people, and I like that it’s quiet. I’m a village girl not a city girl. And it’s where I’ve lived most of my life.’ Numbers are not my strong suit, but I did a quick mental calculation, and she’s right. She’s lived here in Surbiton for less than half her years. I feel a little sad, and the ever-present parental guilt grows momentarily more acute. I wish she felt at home here. Alexa glances at me and, in her typically astute way, senses my reaction. ‘I do feel at home here, Mummy,’ she says, soothingly. ‘Just not as at home as I did in our old house.’ 


I think about a conversation I had with a man seated next to me at a dinner recently. He told me that when he drove his son up to his own home town of Newcastle for university, leaving to come back down south felt like leaving home, even though he’s lived in London for twenty-five years. I think about a friend who grew up in Pakistan and can’t bear to think about it because the distance is too painful. I think about a woman I know who lived all her life in the same house but found it didn’t feel like home any more when her beloved father died. So many of us carry, deep within us, a grief for the loss of somewhere we once belonged. 


I’ve done a lot of thinking about home in my life, about where or who it is, about how I can create it wherever I am, or become it for those who need a safe place. I’ve wondered if the search for home is a fool’s errand, a red herring of a quest, an illusion of gold at the foot of the rainbow. But I’ve persisted. I’m still a believer. And these days, most of the time, I feel at home. I wonder if you do?


Where is home? Our need for an answer to that question is profound. I came across the American psychologist Abraham Maslow at university in a course about poverty and development. He is best known for his ‘hierarchy of needs’ – a pyramid that moves from physiological needs at the base, up to safety, belonging, love, esteem, self-actualisation and finally self-transcendence.1 His argument was that each layer of the pyramid is dependent on the layer below it. So many of these needs are met in the context of home. 


In 1943 the philosopher, mystic and activist Simone Weil was asked by the French government in exile to come up with a plan for the restoration of a Europe devastated by war. Where would you begin with such a task? Absolutely everything from infrastructure to housing to food production to health care was in tatters. Simone began by considering basic human needs – some physical, but others needs of the soul. The soul’s needs, she argued, were just as necessary to life as the body’s. When they are not met, ‘We fall little by little into a state more or less resembling death, more or less akin to a purely vegetative existence.’ A state-of-the-art sewage system was all very well, but Europe’s citizens were traumatised, and good sanitation alone wasn’t going to heal a broken society. 


What are the needs of the soul, then? Weil’s concern was to identify the essential qualities of a society in which individuals could thrive. She was looking for the soul’s equivalent to what food and warmth are to the body. For Europe to again become a place in which its citizens could flourish, there needed to be order, obedience, just punishment, security and equality. People would need freedom of opinion, the right to own property, and a common understanding of truth. All these are profound needs, and yet for Weil, ‘To be rooted is perhaps the most important and least recognised need of the human soul.’ We need to know where our home is.


We live in transient times. Those who live out their days in one place, and have no doubt whatsoever where they are from, are a dying breed. When I meet people like this, I bombard them with questions, trying to understand what it might be like to be them, to be identified so clearly with a particular location and community. Their experiences seem as exotic to me as my more nomadic history does to them. But my experience is more and more common. In 2015, 244 million people around the world lived outside their country of origin. In the UK in 2013 over a quarter of babies were born to mothers who were themselves born elsewhere. In London schools there are over 300 different languages spoken. We may choose to live abroad for study, marriage or adventure. Soldiers, missionaries, diplomats and oil-company employees relocate to far-flung lands for work. Or we may have no choice about leaving our home country. Countless people in this century alone have fled the effects of environmental disaster, war, persecution or an impossible economic situation. 


Migration happens across borders but also within them. According to a survey carried out in 2012 by Bosch, makers of kitchen appliances, the average Brit moves house eight times during their life (thus requiring, Bosch no doubt hope, at least eight new fridges). Some of those moves will be relatively local – to larger properties in better areas of the same town, a move down the street to a smaller place when the kids move out, or to another rented property when a lease expires – but many take people to an entirely new context, where they must begin again. Who now has the luxury of restricting their job search to a familiar geographical radius? How many of us have family living close enough to help us out with regular childcare or to keep us company in old age? When we have moved to a location where we have no ties and no history, can it ever become more than a lodging place?


Literal homelessness is a massive issue, even in wealthy nations. Accurate figures are hard to obtain, as no one wants to assert their place on that particular slice of the pie chart, but walk through any city centre and you’ll pass men and women who will bed down that night on the same doorsteps and paving slabs where they pass their days. And whatever the statistics, each individual case is a story of hardship and struggle. My husband Shawn lived in his car for several months through the harsh Minnesota winter when he turned eighteen; his mother would have lost housing benefit if he’d stayed with her, and he didn’t have enough saved for a deposit on his own place. As a student I volunteered at a Salvation Army homeless drop-in centre, and I heard enough stories to know that the line between a settled and ordered life and destitution is more porous than anyone likes to think. In the UK, under the 1998 Housing Act, ‘homelessness’ means living somewhere without legal right of ownership or tenancy. This definition includes not only those sleeping rough on the street, but anyone who relies on the sofas of friends, hostels or squats. The lack of a place to call your own is destabilising and demoralising in the extreme.


Perhaps you have never experienced homelessness, or lived in a different culture. For you, home might take the form of people. You might have been thrown by how unsettled you were when your children grew up and moved away, or discovered that a relationship breakdown has left you feeling unsure of your place in the world. Where is home if you find you are alone? 


There are many questions that will be raised in these pages: where do I belong, and who do I belong to? Is it okay for me to love my house, my furniture, books and paintings as much as I do? Is my sense of homesickness really a longing for the permanence of heaven and, if so, do I have to wait until I die to feel truly at home? How do I deal with the fact that my heart is in another country? How can I settle here when my loved ones are far away? Can this ever be my place when I only just got here and I don’t know how long I can stay?


As well as questions, you will find stories here, some of mine and some that others have allowed me to share. I hope these stories will make you think about your own story, and that you’ll tell your stories to others, and ask them theirs. It is in shaping and sharing our stories that we find answers to our deepest questions and face the fears that, while they lie buried deep, retain their power. 


This seems a good moment to say that I’m a Christian. In the same way a secular humanist or a Muslim or a Buddhist or a Pastafarian (this is a thing – look it up if you don’t believe me) writes from within their worldview, I write from within mine. Having said that, home is a subject that touches us all; I don’t understand it to be an entirely spiritual concept upon which we’ll struggle to find common ground if you don’t share my faith. There’s an oft-quoted line from Saint Augustine’s account of his conversion, ‘Confessions’: ‘Thou hast made us for thyself, O Lord, and our heart is restless until it finds its rest in thee.’ Do I believe that ultimately we find the deepest, most unshakeable peace when we are in relationship with the Triune God of the Bible? Yes – and that shouldn’t surprise you; like I said, I am a Christian. But I don’t think that is the last word on feeling at home, and so I hope you’ll stick with me and engage with the book and with me, even where we might see things differently. The same goes for my fellow Christians. I hold no illusions about the likelihood we will ever reach unity of thought on anything where more than one opinion is available, and I’m expecting and even hoping to spark some respectfully conducted debate.


I will also be retelling the David stories from 1 and 2 Samuel, perhaps with a bit of artistic licence thrown in here and there, but doing my best to stay close to the heart of what we know of David from the Bible. The wonderful thing about David is that as well as the historical third-person narrative, we also have the songs he wrote, his psalms – raw, personal God-ward thoughts and feelings that give the accounts of his life a whole other dimension. I’ve always felt a bit of a connection with David, not because I’m a hairy harpist with an affinity for sheep, but because I recognise David as a fellow wrestler with depression, as someone who loved God and yet made huge and horrible mistakes, as someone who sometimes felt rooted and secure and sometimes completely lost. 


There are parts of David’s life that are familiar even to those who have never read the Bible. Few have not heard of his face-off with the Philistine giant Goliath, or his adultery with the beautiful Bathsheba. But there is more to David’s life than these respectively glorious and sordid episodes, and much we can learn from it about the meaning of home. 


Sometimes we are tempted to approach biblical texts with the intention of extracting a comprehensive list of principles on a given topic. That is not the way God has chosen to communicate with us. Instead he has invested in developing relationships with people, flawed, fallible people, whose lives are shaped by him and who have in turn shaped history. The David stories won’t give us a tidy theology of home, but they will give us a window into how the idea of home played out for ‘a man after God’s own heart’.


The American author David W. Henderson writes, ‘Where do I land my anxious heart? Where do I take up residence and rest? Abide and abode are sister words. We rest in what we dwell in.’ For a Christian, there is a sense in which God is our home – our security, our refuge, our place of unconditional belonging. However, in this exploration of home, my hope is that we won’t be whittling away at definitions, trying to get to one, core essence of its meaning – which in a final Big Reveal is shown to be God, and God’s place, heaven. Instead, picture us weaving a web, adding strand after strand until we have created something complex, beautiful and strong. Is home God? Yes, for me it is. But it is also a house. Is it God and a house? Yes, and it is a family and a community too. So it is all those things? Yes, and a country and a culture and a past and a settled acceptance of who I am, wherever I happen to be. You can take a thread from a spider’s web and not destroy the structure. If we have a multi-faceted understanding of home, we won’t become homeless (in a fundamental sense) if one of those facets is taken away. If we lose our house, if our marriage falls apart, if we have no job, if we are transplanted to another culture, we can still find home in the many other senses of the word.


I have had times when I have utterly despaired of ever feeling at home. Some of those times I’ve known where home was, but been unable to get there. At other times I’ve not known what it was or if it even existed. But I’m hopeful now. I’m hopeful for myself, and I’m hopeful for you.


Will you come on a journey with me – through my life, through David’s, through yours? Let’s head for home. I have a feeling we’re going to find we don’t have far to go.




CHAPTER ONE


Heart-sick


My home is not here
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The crooked spire, Chesterfield


Homesickness is not always a vague, nostalgic, almost beautiful emotion, although that is somehow the way we always seem to picture it in our mind. It can be a terribly keen blade, not just a sickness in metaphor but in fact as well. 


Stephen King, The Body


I LIKE TRAIN journeys. I like the way they give you a sense of how you got to where you were going, the panoramic views of field and sky, sudden slices of city innards and the ugly beauty of industrial sidings. I like inventing stories about my fellow passengers, and occasionally making a surprising new friend. It’s a good way to travel. 


It was October, and I had a meeting to attend. I’d boarded my train in dirty London fog and three happy hours later walked out onto the sparkling station forecourt at Chesterfield. I’d booked a taxi to take me to Cliff College, twenty minutes away, and when it pulled up I recognised the driver. This was my third assignation with Gary, and his full facial tattoo no longer unnerved me. I hopped into the front seat, wondering if he remembered me as the slightly odd person who had asked him where taxi drivers go to the toilet. 


I decided to start off on more conventional ground this time, and remarked on how much better the weather was here than in the Old Smoke. Turns out I’d hit a rich vein; Gary’s favourite vein, in fact. For the next twenty minutes I was treated to a lyrical ode to Chesterfield.


Gary knows for sure he is the seventh generation to come from this mid-sized Derbyshire market town before the family history gets lost in the mists of time. I would say it is more than likely that in the first century his family helped build the Roman fort on the site of which Chesterfield grew up. He was born in a hospital two streets from his childhood home, which is two streets from his current address. ‘Have you ever lived anywhere else?’ I wanted to know. He swivelled his head and fixed me with a look of utter contempt. Why would he do such a thing? Just look at the place. I looked, and I confess the part of town we were passing through wasn’t making his argument for him. He’s the one who lives here, I thought, so it’s good he can see the loveliness, even if it’s passing me by.


Not only has Gary not lived anywhere else, he doesn’t even like to leave it for a holiday. He’ll go for a week, max, and then he has to come home. He gets homesick and miserable and begins to pine. The other day, he told me proudly, he gave a ride in his taxi to a lady who had come here on holiday. 


We had left the town by now and were out in open country. I was able to tell him in all honesty that I could see the attraction – purple moorlands with dramatic rocky outcrops in the foreground, great sweeping hills meeting the sky on the horizon and a sense of space you don’t find in many places on our crowded island. 


‘Look,’ he said, reaching for his phone. I’d like to say he pulled over at this point. I’m a bit of a stickler for not driving and playing with phones – you know, the whole not-dying-in-a-car-accident hang-up. He wanted to show me pictures of Chesterfield’s famous crooked spire. He had quite a collection. ‘You really do love it, don’t you?’ I said, wonder in my voice. But Gary seemed to feel I hadn’t quite grasped just how much he loves it, and he had more evidence. ‘My wife put on Facebook the other day that she had got me to go shopping in Sheffield with her for the day. All my mates were posting comments like “Careful – he’s going to get a nosebleed. He’s not used to changing altitude!” and asking her what she’d had to do to get me to go with her.’ I laughed, starting to think this was all a bit odd. But he was going on, and it was getting odder. ‘You know when there were those riots in London?’ I did. I also knew London was a fair distance from Chesterfield, as I’d had to sit on a train for nearly three hours to get from there to here. ‘I was on holiday in Majorca – three days in. I told my wife we had to go home. I had to be there. I know it sounds weird, but I just felt like if the riots came to Chesterfield, I needed to be there to protect it.’ And she understood this? ‘The kids weren’t happy, but we came home. The wife’s from Chesterfield too,’ he said. Of course she is. 


I wanted to know if there were any downsides to living in Chesterfield. He gave it serious thought. It clearly isn’t something he’s been asked before. The taxi-drivers/toilet question was a first for him too; I can see myself becoming an anecdote for future customers. Finally he admitted it could be hard to misbehave when half the people you see doing your food shop in Asda, drink with in the pub, and carry around in your taxi have known you since you were an incontinent eight-pounder. It crossed my mind that this was a definite upside for his fellow Chesterfield residents, but then I realised I had drawn a specious connection between facial tattoos and crime, and repented of my prejudice. 


As we arrived at the college, Gary said, ‘So where are you from, then?’ Good question. I didn’t have time to give him the full story so I just said vaguely, ‘Oh, all over really!’ and waved him a cheery goodbye. 


If Gary and I had had longer together, I would have told him something like this: I was born in Crawley, in the southeast of England. I don’t remember it at all as I wasn’t yet two when we moved to Bristol, so still in the south of England, but over to the west, for two years, where my sister Esther was born; and from there to Upton, Merseyside, in the north of England when I was three, where my brother Jeremy was born. From the ages of five to seventeen I lived in Portugal, where my parents established ‘A Rocha’, a Christian environmental conservation charity – and where my sister Beth was born. We moved four times during the first two and a half years, and then lived for nine years in an old farmhouse on a remote headland. When I was thirteen I went to boarding school in England, coming back to Portugal for holidays.


If Gary hadn’t drifted off to sleep by this point, I would have then tried to explain how when I was seventeen my parents left Portugal and travelled the globe on behalf of the charity, leaving our family without a base for just under two years. Most of our possessions went into storage, our mail went to our grandparents’ address, and we reconvened for school holidays in a variety of far-flung settings. Halfway through this period of unfixed abode I left boarding school and spent a year volunteering with an AIDS charity in Zimbabwe and travelling around South Africa, Mozambique, Malawi and Kenya, backpacker style. On my return to Europe, my parents had moved to a village in southern France, which was to be their home for the next fifteen years. Over the following three years I divided my time between there and Birmingham, where I was at university studying English literature and African studies. There was a house move in each place. After graduation I went to Vancouver, Canada, to study for a Masters in Theology at Regent College. I lived in Vancouver for four years in two different houses, and it was there that I met and married my American husband, Shawn. We moved together to Chalfont St Peter, just outside London, for a respectable nine years, with only one house move, and during this period our daughters, Alexa and Charis, were born. At time of writing we’ve been living in Surbiton for three years. For those of you who like numbers, that adds up to five countries, three continents and twenty houses (give or take) in thirty-eight years. 


Where am I from? Everywhere and nowhere.


There were periods in history when societies and communities stayed put, as Gary’s family has done. People were born by and large where their parents were born, and there they lived and gave birth to their own children. But now, so many of us have become drifters, tumbleweed blown by the winds of necessity and fancy. We move in then move on, sometimes just for a change of scene. And then, one day, we find ourselves standing wedged in between the buffet table and the door, juggling our glass of red wine and our saucer of quiche and crisps and trying to come up with a coherent answer to the offhand opener ‘Where’s home for you then?’ without dissolving in tears. Because we suddenly realise we have no idea.


More than a metaphor


‘Home’ can be a complex and potentially painful concept, because it is not just an address. As Charles Dickens wrote, ‘Home is a name, a word, it is a strong one; stronger than magician ever spoke, or spirit ever answered to, in the strongest conjuration.’ The very word ‘home’ is hugely emotive. It might give us a warm feeling inside, something the Danes call hygge – which means a delightful combination of cosiness, safety, connection and happiness. A happy home is a source of security; it gives us a base from which to venture into the world with confidence. It is the places and the people where we are known and accepted, where we can be sure of a welcome. But we don’t always get to return home, and not everyone has experienced safe places of belonging. The very word ‘home’ might catch us off guard and tip us into a downward spiral of longing that we fear may never be assuaged. There is something deep within all of us that knows a need for home, and when this need is not met, even temporarily, we feel pain. We get homesick. 


I’ve had a lot of homes, and I’ve known a lot of homesickness. My suspicion is that I’m not alone. Pulitzer prizewinner John Cheever wrote, ‘Fifty percent of the people in the world are homesick all the time … When you’re in one place and long to be in another, it isn’t as simple as taking a boat. You don’t really long for another country. You long for something in yourself that you don’t have, or haven’t been able to find.’ If he is anywhere near right, homesickness has reached epidemic proportions, and it has spread beyond those we’d perhaps most expect to be afflicted – the ten-year-old boy dispatched to boarding school, the university student away from home for the first time, the soldier on tour in the Middle East. I think a lot of us suffer from chronic low-grade homesickness, purely and simply because we are not quite sure where home is, but we do know we’re not there. 


Homesickness is not always a simple matter of missing a place. We can be homesick for a group of friends now dispersed, for a landscape altered by construction or climate, or for a period of time long gone when we felt settled. The newly retired can be hit by unexpected homesickness for their workplace or their role; a job loss under any circumstance can provoke a bout of homesickness. For Christians, expectant of a permanent, eternal home with God in heaven, homesickness can be about somewhere never seen and not yet experienced. Adults can be homesick for childhood, when they had people to look after them and no responsibilities. Children get homesick when their surroundings change, thrown by a rearrangement of the furniture or a new colour of paint on the front door. One of the nicest things Shawn has ever said to me is that when I’m away he’s homesick for me. 


Whatever the cause, if you’ve ever been homesick you’ll know it’s not pleasant. My first experience of homesickness was during the initial months of living in Portugal, and it wasn’t particularly bad. My main symptoms were a craving for dolly mixtures and drumstick lollies and the occasional cry because I missed my best friend Joey Elliot and wasn’t doing great at finding her replacement. At only five years old, I soon adapted to the new confectionery on offer and my memories of England became hazy. 


Homesickness struck with force, though, during my first term at boarding school in England when I was thirteen. I’d been so focused on how great it would be to leave my school in the Algarve – where I’d been the butt of cruel jokes for years – that I was totally unprepared. It was crippling, a great gravity-force longing in the pit of my stomach to be back with my family, in the house I loved, in the country that had become my country. I remember making a little window with my hands, framing a piece of sky, and trying to trick my mind into thinking I was looking at Algarvian sky on an unusually grey day. I knew to the minute just how long I had to wait until the school holidays.


Since that first year at boarding school I’ve experienced plenty more homesickness, some bouts only lasting as long as the smoke from a certain brand of cigarette hung in the air, and longer episodes of the kind that gnaws like hunger when you don’t know where the next meal is coming from. I’ve woken from vivid dreams of places I’ve loved with tears drying on my cheeks, utterly heartbroken because I’m not there; and I’ve experienced an almost pleasant nostalgic ache for times gone by. There’s a beautiful word in Portuguese for which we have no exact equivalent: saudade. It encompasses the idea of yearning, pining – a melancholic sense of something or someone missing. It is a gift of a word for those of us who have such feelings. 


I wasn’t homesick in Zimbabwe, or at university, or when I moved to Canada; but not because I’d grown strong and healthily self-reliant. It took an art project I did as part of my Masters to show me how I’d warped my understanding of home in order to protect myself from hurt.


Roots


Somewhere near the beginning of my Canadian sojourn, I took a class called ‘The Christian Imagination’. Regent College is the kind of place you can learn theology through poetry and painting, alongside the usual hard-to-pronounce disciplines on offer at your more run-of-the-mill seminaries: hermeneutics, exegetics, eschatology and scatology (OK, maybe not that one). I’d become friends with an artist, Linda, who had floaty grey hair and the softest voice you ever heard. She paid a peppercorn rent on a magical house on the edge of the water in exchange for nominal park management duties. There was definitely a west coast vibe about her – she had trees planted on placentas dotted around her garden and kept her paperwork and bills stored under a mohair blanket in the middle of her living room. One time she was about to be evicted because she’d not been able to afford the rent on top of other expenses. She’d reached the conclusion that there was nothing to be done and was on the floor doing just that, nothing, when there was a knock at the door. ‘I’m from Beyond Belief,’ said the woman on the doorstep, once Linda had levered herself off the floor to see who was there. The TV producer wanted to pay a lot of money to use the house as the location of a new four-part drama. It was a pretty amazing miracle, although unfortunately said drama was about a single lady living in a remote park, who got brutally murdered. Linda made the mistake of watching it and then couldn’t sleep a night alone for months. She was OK on the rent front though.


When I first met Linda she was making art out of dryer lint. People would gather fluff from the filters of their dryers and she’d make pieces that perhaps had more meaning to them than obvious aesthetic appeal. I sort of understood, or at least I wanted to. It had to do with community, and I was all about community. It was my word du jour. Plus, I also wanted to be arty. So when it came to doing my final project for the class, I decided to do a painting, and I went to stay at Linda’s in hopes that creating my piece in her bona-fide artist’s studio, a glass box suspended in a slightly unnerving fashion over the Pacific, would give me the gumption to actually do the thing. I might have wanted to be arty, but I knew I wasn’t a true artist like Linda. 
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