
Home for the Holidays
The angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said,

“Rise, take the child and his mother, and flee to Egypt.”     (Matthew 2:13)

The audience of the famous music club, The Cellar Door,
in Washington DC had heard a lot of good music.  BB King
played there, as did Judy Collins and Miles Davis.  But on
December 30, 1970, John Denver debuted a song on that
stage that stunned the crowd and led to a five-minute
standing ovation.  That song went gold the next year and
platinum in 2017.  The song? “Take Me Home, Country
Roads.”

As novice director, I once missioned a novice to the
Amazon.  He was a music director with ambitions of
teaching youth to sing high-church music.  But after a
month, he wrote me a forlorn email telling me that the kids
dutifully sang the church music, but that all they really
wanted to sing was “Take me Home, Country Roads.”
They were mysteriously crazy for that song, asking to sing
it over and over again, despite having no knowledge of
West Virginia or the Shenandoah River.  He later told that
story to his fellow Jesuits and as we traveled around in the
coming years, we found that everywhere we
went—Nicaragua, Puerto Rico, Vietnam—that song
seemed to grab people and not let go.



In the summer of 2019, I was visiting a Malaysian friend in
Kuala Lumpur and I told her the story of that simple but
magical song.  Her eyes grew wide as she said, “I have to
show you something.”  She took me to a Catholic facility
that housed elderly women with mental disabilities who
had spent their entire lives there.  Sitting at the piano to
lead them in their weekly sing-along, she asked them,
“What would you like to sing?”  To my amazement, they
shouted “Take me home, Country Roads.”

Musicologists would not be surprised by my story.  They
tell us that songs from the likes of John Denver, Dolly
Parton and Hank William Sr. have universal acclaim
because they sing of being away on the open road and of
longing to return home:

Country roads, take me home
To the place I belong…

I hear her voice, in the morning hour she calls me
The radio reminds me of my home far away

Driving down the road, I get a feeling
That I should have been home yesterday, yesterday….

Longing for home is a universal experience that
transcends time, geography and culture.



Among the stories we read at Christmastime is the story of
the Holy Family having to leave Israel and flee to Egypt.
I’m certain that if Joseph had AirPods and Spotify, he
would have been listening to “Country Roads” in those
deserts of Egypt.

But what is home exactly?  As a Jesuit, I’ve spent many
holidays far from the place of my birth and I can honestly
say that some of those occasions are my most treasured
memories.  How can that be?  Because everywhere I’ve
gone, I’ve felt at home with my Jesuit brothers and with my
mission from God, whether it be with the British Jesuit with
whom I spent Christmas in Uganda or the Rwandan Jesuit
with whom I spent Easter in Massachusetts. Home, then,
is less about geography or even biology and more about
being in the place where God has led you and the people
with whom God has placed you. Home is the place
“where I belong” as John Denver put it, no matter where
that place is.  Joseph’s place was beside Mary and Jesus,
loving them and protecting them.  So, yes, Joseph might
have been a bit nostalgic in Egypt, but I’ll bet he felt right
at home there anyway.  He felt at home in the place where
God brought him and with the people God gave him to
love.

What about you?  Are you far from your hometown this
holiday season?  Have your loved ones passed on?  Are



your friends far away?  Are you feeling a bit nostalgic?
Well, join in the chorus with Denver and me.  But these are
the more important questions: Are you where God has
brought you?  Are you with the people God has asked you
to love?  If your answer to those two questions is “yes,”
then rest assured that you and your lonesome heart are
indeed home for the holidays.
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