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GOOD MORNING

‘So when will you next be coming home?’ they ask.  I’ve been living in Scotland now for just over five years.  But when people say ‘home’ in a Northern Ireland accent, it can mean only one thing.  I may clamp my boarding card labelled ‘Edinburgh’ between my teeth.  I may make defiant statements like, ‘Home is where I happen to live at the time.’  But it doesn’t convince me or anybody else.  When people say Home with a capital H, they mean Northern Ireland.

Some of it, I suppose, is because Northern Ireland still preserves more of that home, family, community set of connections than anywhere else I have met.  Maybe some of it is born out of our history of emigration.  They say you can link to everybody on the planet through a maximum of six people.  In Northern Ireland it must be a maximum of two – and it will take only five minutes to identify them.

I think about these things as I shuttle back and forth between old and new lives.  In many ways, it’s great to be somewhere new.  Nobody knows about your greatest foul-ups in the past.  People don't know about your feet of clay.  You can re-invent yourself and re-present yourself as you wish and and people see only what they see.  

But there are limits to that.  Remember those ditzy tee shirts which said, ‘Love means never having to say you’re sorry’   In my reflection on what home means, it seems to me that home is the place where you have history.  It’s being in a place where people know more of the story than just what they see in front of them – and you know a about their story too.  I’m thinking about meeting people taught by my parents and people I went to school with and people who went to school with my children and people in the first church I worked in on the Oldpark Road in the ‘70’s and people who shared times both good and bad in Portadown.  It means that people know about about what experiences and contexts formed you.  They know about how you are when times are difficult – what makes you laugh and what makes you cry.  

It’s more than just memory of course.  It’s spiritual as well – the Bible says that that in the end, ‘I shall know even as I am fully known’.  Knowing and being known – accepting one another warts and all – compensating for one another’s short-comings.  That’s what I mean when I say that home is the place where you have history.  I’ll be home next month.

