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Where Do God and Jesus Live?

| learned the news about Dolly Parton shortly after | walked off a plane that had brought
me home from Nashville after a quick visit. It felt like a gut punch. | remember watching Dolly
on the Porter Wagoner show when | was a kid, but my deep appreciation for her truly bloomed
once | reached adulthood. One of my favorite possessions is a small pouch inscribed with the
words, “What would Dolly do?” Her joy, her work ethic, her humility, her generosity, her
humor, and her unbounded graciousness made her an amazing human, and an excellent
neighbor. While the occasional tour bus took a wrong turn down my childhood street
(prompting my brother and me to wave our arms frantically and smile with gusto), | didn’t live
down the road or even around the corner from Dolly. | didn’t have to; Dolly had a way of
making everyone feel like a friend, like a neighbor, whether you grew up in her beloved
mountains in east Tennessee or oceans away on another continent. It was easy to imagine that
she would gladly loan me a cup of sugar or check my mail when | went out of town.

When | read this morning’s question, | immediately heard a verse from our passage from
Revelation: “The home of God is among mortals.” The Message translation says it this way:
“God has moved into the neighborhood, making his home with men and women!” Some have
encouraged us to think of the book of Revelation as a road map for how the end of the world
will play out, training us to watch for signs, read tea leaves and pick sides. And yet that is not

how Revelation is intended to be understood. The book of Revelation relates a vision of hope



for a community suffering persecution for their faith. It also challenges Christians who go along
with the expectations of the Roman Empire. Dr. Craig Koester writes:
Worship of the emperor was part of social life, and many cities in Asia Minor had
temples to the emperor as well as to other gods. People often participated in imperial
worship because Rome provided new levels of prosperity and opportunities for social
advancement. The visions in the latter part of Revelation challenge this benign view of
the world by pointing to ways in which the ruling power fostered false worship, engaged
in violence against the faithful, and was obsessed with wealth. As an alternative to the
oppressive powers ... Revelation calls readers to remain faithful to Christ the Lamb and
to the city of God, the new Jerusalem.!
Revelation was written as a condemnation of the seductive corruption and ruthless violence of
the Roman Empire while drawing the curtain back—revealing—the ongoing, redeeming, saving
work of God that was not readily apparent. Through this book the early church hears the truth
that God has not given up on humanity, and that oppression, hatred, violence, and cruelty will
not have the last word. Huh. | for one need to be reminded of that truth in the year of our Lord
2026. Maybe you do, too.
Which makes me grateful for this question from another one of our ever-so-wise,
curious kids, because when | think about where God lives, | am awed by the idea that God’s
home is with mortals, that in Jesus God moves into the neighborhood. But if I’'m honest | am

tempted to assume God would prefer a neighborhood that’s better than this one we call planet
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Earth. Especially these days, when weather patterns are growing more extreme alongside the
outsized animosity the human family displays toward one another. And yet, as scholar N.T.
Wright reminds me, moving into this neighborhood has been God’s pattern and practice
throughout scripture, throughout the biblical love story between God and God’s people.? The
language used here in Revelation echoes the language we read in the first chapter of John’s
gospel: “the Word became flesh and lived among us.”® The word translated as “lived among
us” could also be translated “tented” or “tabernacled” among us, reminding hearers of when
the presence of God moved with the Israelites in the desert. In the desert...not Pharaoh’s
palace, not Caesar’s court, but in the desert far afield from the swankiest or poshest
neighborhoods. Yes, Solomon goes on to build the exquisite Temple where the Ark of the
Covenant finds a home, and yet this home is still in the midst of the people—fumbling, fallible,
very human people.

Scholars believe that Revelation was written between 85 and 95 CE, 15 to 25 years after
Rome destroyed the Second Temple and all of Jerusalem with it. And the writer of Revelation
wants to make it very clear that God has not packed up and moved on to a better option,
although | imagine that would be an easy thing to believe. The city of God lies in ruins. Jesus
has not returned. Rome is having a field day trouncing everything and everyone that gets in its
way. To be a Jesus follower, to be devoted to a God who promises peace, comfort, love, justice,

and enough for everyone in the face of a steam-rolling empire seems foolhardy at best and
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delusional at worst. God did not seem to be hanging out in that neighborhood, and it is hard to
imagine why on earth God would have chosen to be in that place at that moment.

Much has been said and written and sung about Dolly since her death this past week,
and | would wager that most if not all of my colleagues are saying at least something about
Dolly from their churches’ pulpits this morning. She’s on a lot of people’s minds and hearts, so
it makes sense to mention her. She also gave preachers great material to work with, rich
images and actions that underscore so much of the gospel we try our faithful best to proclaim
week in and week out. And helpfully for this preacher this morning, Dolly knew something
about moving into neighborhoods that others would prefer to avoid. She purchased a strip
mall in a struggling part of Nashville and transformed it into her recording studio. Against the
advice of her financial advisors, she poured much of her fortune into building Dollywood in
rural, Appalachian east Tennessee, bringing hope, opportunity, and vitality to the region where
she was born. But her neighborly inclinations were not contained by state or even national
borders.

I’'ve referenced Brad Montague from here before. He was the producer of the Kid
President videos a while back, and now he’s a writer and the author of one of my favorite
Substacks. Like me, he is a native Tennessean who has a soft spot for this tiny songwriter in sky
high heels with big hair and an even bigger heart. A few years ago, Brad and his team made a
practice of handing out handmade awards they called Neighborhoodies, which look like a
golden, glittery paper maché hooded sweatshirt on a small wooden base. These awards were

given “to people (known and unknown) [and] were about celebrating human beings who were



”4 Dolly made a point of showing

making the world better for the people in their neighborhood.
love, kindness, and respect to everyone in her neighborhood, and that neighborhood knew no
limits. As Brad reminds us:

She built libraries for children she would never meet. Wrote songs for people she would

never know. Made room for people who did not look like her, sound like her, live like her,

or believe exactly what she believed. Her neighborhood just kept getting bigger and

bigger.®
She had an outfit custom made so that she could be filmed receiving a COVID vaccine, hoping
she could help others dodge a deadly virus and slow a raging pandemic. Her production
company was behind an eye-opening, heart-opening documentary about the AIDS quilt. She
shared books with children everywhere, helping them learn to read as a tribute to her father,
the wisest man she knew, who could not read a word. She made a point of encouraging where
she could, wiping away every tear she could reach. Dolly is not Jesus. Dolly is not God. She
would be rightly horrified at any suggestion that she was. And yet she did give us a vivid,
bespangled glimpse of what it looks like to love our neighbor and to seek the best for our
earthly neighborhood, just as God does.

It is easy to write this world off, to insist that there is little if anything worth saving. Such

a move is too easy, and it is not faithful, nor is it biblical. Where does God live? Where does

God want to be? Time and again, scripture tells us that God wants to be with us, that God
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moves into the neighborhood, THIS neighborhood, as godforsaken as it appears. | have said
before that in God we meet our hearts’ true home. Thanks to this question from an oh-so-
wise, curious kid, | am also reminded that God chooses to make a home with us, and by the
grace of God, with us—"stumblin’, tumblin’, wanderin’”® as we may be—is where God’s heart
finds its true home, too.

Thanks be to God. Amen.
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