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one 

FAr FroM HoMe

Intimacy Reconsidered

Draw near to GoD anD  
he wiLL Draw near to you.

—JaMeS 4:8

Martha breathes a quiet sigh of relief as she realizes both the kids 
are napping. That doesn’t happen often these days now that the 

older one is four. It seems that her entire life now revolves around the 
needs of two small children. Each day has become a continual cycle of 
feeding, cleaning up, doing laundry, telling stories, and playing on the 
floor. These precious moments for herself are few and far between.

She can’t help but wonder what her life would be like if she hadn’t 
had kids. Her husband drives off to the office each morning and seems 
oblivious to what he’s leaving behind for her to do. When he comes 
home and complains about all the problems and injustices of his work, 
she can’t help but feel a bit jealous. Five years ago she had a job of her 
own and was well on her way to becoming partner in a small but grow-
ing advertising agency. She would probably be making more than Fred 
by now, but she had devoted herself to motherhood. She loved her hus-
band and kids, yet she couldn’t help but miss the challenges of business 
and the interaction she had with fellow workers—opportunities to 
really use her mind. She feared she would never have that opportunity 
again.

But even then she knew that the money and stimulus of a challeng-
ing career would grow old and routine, leaving her looking for some-
thing that would really satisfy and sustain her soul.
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Martha would tell you that what really haunts her is the memory of 
her former, uncluttered growing walk with Christ—before He was 
crowded out. Not intentionally. Just incrementally—bit by bit, choice 
by choice, busyness by busyness. Back then she was onto something 
deeper—something more satisfying.

Mark is in his early thirties. He is from a large, active family that was 
always involved in team sports and a variety of social activities. People 
his age don’t play team sports so much any more, and golf isn’t his idea 
of exercise. He and his wife of five years have prepared for a large family 
of their own but are having trouble getting pregnant. An emptiness nags 
him. No longer does he have the bustle of activity around him all the 
time. His house seems eerie and quiet, which makes him uncomfort-
able. He and his wife have talked so much about their situation that nei-
ther of them has much to say anymore.

Church and his experience of Christianity have become routine and 
flat. He and his wife stay in the routines and rituals of their commitment 
to Christ, but any sense of meaning and fulfillment is sporadic at best. 
Their lives for the most part are no different from the lives of those mil-
lions who have no connection to Christ.

He is beginning to lose hope that his life will ever be anything close 
to what he had planned. His wife, too, seems to be suffering from an 
inner depression she can hardly admit to herself, much less to him. But 
how can he help her when he doesn’t know how to handle the sub-
merged vacancy in his own soul?

THE SEARCH FOR SATISFACTION

i’m not much for jigsaw puzzles, but I know enough about them to 
know that you need all the pieces to enjoy a satisfying outcome. In many 
ways life is like a thousand-piece puzzle. We spend our days putting it 
together, hoping to create something meaningful out of all the scattered 
pieces. But when we can’t find the strategic pieces that complete the pic-
ture, we face unsettling disappointment at best, and, at worst, despair.
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Honest philosophers have been telling us for centuries that life left 
to itself can be lonely, meaningless, and empty. Disappointment and 
despair are to be expected as normal by-products of our existence. The 
remedies proposed range from the passive resignation of a life stuck in 
the byword whatever to engagement in any experience that provides the 
adrenaline rush of temporary hits of excitement. Even the writer of 
Ecclesiastes searched the depths of wisdom, pleasure, wealth, and work 
to find meaning and satisfaction but came up disillusioned. His conclu-
sion is painstakingly honest.

Then I became great and increased more than all who preceded me 
in Jerusalem. My wisdom also stood by me. All that my eyes desired 
I did not refuse them. I did not withhold my heart from any plea-
sure, for my heart was pleased because of all my labor and this was 
my reward for all my labor. Thus I considered all my activities 
which my hands had done and the labor which I had exerted, and 
behold all was vanity and striving after wind and there was no 
profit under the sun (Ecclesiastes 2:9–11).

As one observer notes, “Life is like a wild goose chase without the 
goose.”

In our most honest moments, 
we have all wondered why life is not 
more rewarding. Even our best expe-
riences rarely leave much of lasting 
value, and often the anticipation is 
more fulfilling than the experience 
itself. We “channel surf” life, look-
ing—hoping—for something to 
catch our attention, only to end up bored, jaded, and flat. And when life 
gets in our face, we are shocked at how brutal and unconsoling it can 
be. In our quiet moments we feel stalked by a sense of emptiness and 
fear.

We wonder, “Why?  .  .  . What is missing?”
Has anyone noticed that the one thing the philosophers, the mean-

ing-searcher in Ecclesiastes, and many of us have in common is that God 

When God is banished from 

human experience or rele-

gated to the religious margins 

of our lives, left only to serve 

us on an “on-call” basis, we 

become functionally alone. 
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has been removed as the preeminent center of our existence? When God 
is banished from human experience or relegated to the religious margins 
of our lives, left only to serve us on an “on-call” basis, we become func-
tionally alone. And in that aloneness, emptiness and vulnerability become 
more than philosophical theory. They are naked reality.

Are followers of Christ exempt?
No.
Even those of us who are connected to God through redemption 

often live our lives as though He isn’t particularly relevant to the every-
day occasions and encounters of life. We are proficient at maintaining 
the level of religious activity we deem appropriate, but God is hardly the 
throbbing center of our lives. 

Yet He is supposed to be. And until He is, life is always less—far 
less—than it could be. Sometimes tragically less.

Unfortunately, we get used to life at a distance from God and become 
resigned to its not being what it is cracked up to be. We end up thinking 
that a close, satisfying relationship with God is only what others experi-
ence. And even though He has offered us nearness, God seems inacces-
sibly far away.

And so we give up. Like paraplegic war veterans, we know how 
much we miss what we’ve lost, but, having no hope of getting it back, 
we adjust.

But life at a distance always has its downside. Not being in touch 
with God makes it difficult to depend and rely on Him. Living at a dis-
tance makes it easier to sin and to live in our sin—which only extends 
the distance. A creeping, quiet cynicism numbs our souls. When we 
hear the refrain, “Draw near to God and He will draw near to you” 
(James 4:8), we relegate it to the category of biblical statements we must 
believe but will probably never experience.

Yet the statement is true!
Those who draw near to God do find Him drawing near to them. God 

is the rewarder of those who “diligently seek him” (Hebrews 11:6 kJv). 
There are legions that could testify to the pleasure of the experience.

The fault is not God’s. We are not victims of some cosmic scam.
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A PRODIGAL’S STORY

Who bears the responsibility for our distance from God becomes clear 
in the parable of the prodigal son, found in Luke 15:11–32, perhaps 
Jesus’ best-known and most-retold story. It is reflective of our experi-
ence with God, for in some measure the Prodigal’s story is ours too.

The parable begins: “A man had two sons. The younger of them said 
to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of the estate that falls to me.’ So 
he divided his wealth between them” (Luke 15:11-12).

We aren’t told why the younger son made this request. It wasn’t even 
protocol for him to do so. Perhaps he felt like the low man on the totem 
pole in his household. Maybe he had a passion to make a name for him-
self. Maybe the older brother was hassling him. Maybe he was just bored. 
But it is safe to speculate that in addition to any other reasons he may 
have had for leaving, chief among them was that he didn’t know what a 
good thing he had. He lived in comfort and safety with a loving father, but 
this seemed tame compared with the allure of the world outside.

So he chose to leave.
And his father, for whatever reason, granted the request. He gave his 

son his portion of the inheritance and the freedom to walk away—and 
watched as he took to the road, intent on reaching a far country where 
he could live a more exciting life.

God is like that father, and often we are prone to be like that son. 
When we say that God is far away, it is we who have left, not He. Per-
haps we have consciously or unconsciously held God at arms’ length. 
We have wanted Him, but not wanted Him to interfere. Or we have 
feared that He would demand too much and that, having Him, we would 
have nothing else. Or our lives are so full of His abundant bounty that 
we have come to believe that we are not truly alone without Him—that 
we have all we need; that we really don’t need Him. Or we may not have 
known how to draw near. Or the pace and crush of life has kept us from 
pursuing what we do know about intimacy with God.

Whatever the reason, our lives are the poorer for it. In fact, our lives 
are at risk because of it. The farther we are from God, the farther we are 
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from the three essential ingredients we really need—really want—out of 
life. It is He who wants, and He alone who is able to satisfy, sustain, and 
secure us. Without Him we are too frail to ward off the forces of life that 
are beyond our control. We are too compulsive, shortsighted, and mis-
guided to find in-depth satisfaction and sustenance on our own. And 
when He is at a distance, we are easy targets for Satan’s seductive allures. 
Sin and its debilitating consequences lie in ambush for those who stray 
far from God.

We are the prodigals. It is we who have left home. We are the ones 
who have been seduced and consumed by lesser allures. We, not God, 
are in the far country, and when we come to know how wonderful He is 
and how alone and empty we are, our hearts will long for home.

Tracking toward intimacy with God is not a nice thing to do. It is a 
necessary pursuit if we are to be safe in life 
and fulfilled at the core of our being. To 
experience life as He meant it to be, to be 
fulfilled as He intends us to be, and sus-
tained and secure as He wishes us to be 
means that we begin the rewarding adven-
ture of closing the gap. 

Wanting Him and Him alone to fill our empty hearts, we pick up 
what is left of ourselves and head for home. At first we find it difficult to 
see clearly down the road, but with the help of other pilgrims we soon 
catch our pace, and the nearer we draw the more familiar the landmarks 
become. There’s the church that we attend, and as we pass we see the 
days gone by when our hearts filled with joy as we sang His praises and 
served His people. There’s the park bench where we used to sit and feel 
His closeness as we contemplated the beauty and wonder of His cre-
ation. And our Bible. And that special room where we spent precious 
times of fellowship with God in prayer. And our friends, who used to 
hold us accountable. We can still remember those times of prayer on 
Saturday mornings with them. 

Who is that running to meet us?
Could it be God? We’ve been away so long, and our choice to live in 

the far country has been such a sadness, such an offense to Him.

It is He who wants, 

and He alone who is 

able to satisfy, sus-

tain, and secure us.
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What we have not known is that His face has been turned toward 
the horizon watching, waiting to see if today might be the day we would 
come home. He’s been there all the time.

It is He. His compassion embraces us. We are stunned by His grace 
and fall in humble repentance at His feet. He lifts us up and turns us 
toward home. He calls for the robe, the ring, and the sandals. He begins 
the celebration and demands the fatted calf.

For the first time in a long time we feel how good it is to be home 
where we belong. Chasing the aloneness into the shadows begins by 
seeking our satisfaction and sustenance at home—where God is.

While we have life and breath, God will not cease to pursue a reward-
ing, deepening intimacy with us. He is not content to leave us alone. His 
unceasing, unconditional love for each 
of us compels Him. He wants to meet 
us at the intersection of every dream, 
every desire, every choice, and every 
thought, and He urges us to turn toward 
Him and actualize the finished work of 
His Son, the gift of the Spirit, and the 
resource of His Word. He welcomes us to begin a pilgrimage that puts 
our backs toward the aloneness in our souls and turns our faces toward 
the spectacular glow of intimacy with Him—toward life the way it was 
meant to be.

REUNION

in the book Great Stories Remembered, Paul Deutschman tells the story 
of an incredible reunion. The almost unbelievable dynamics of this story 
are a metaphor for the unexpected and urgent potential that we too can 
be reunited with our God and fulfill our hopes for the intimacy that 
once lived within our hearts when we were wed to Him at the cross.

Marcel Sternberger was a methodical man of nearly 50, with bushy 
white hair, guileless brown eyes, and the bouncing enthusiasm of a czar-
das dancer of his native Hungry. He always took the 9:09 Long Island 

While we have life and 

breath, God will not cease 

to pursue a rewarding, 

deepening intimacy with us. 
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Railroad train from his suburban home to Woodside, N.Y., where he 
caught a subway into the city.

On the morning of January 10, 1948, Sternberger boarded the 9:09 
as usual. En route, he suddenly decided to visit Laszlo Victor, a Hungar-
ian friend who lived in Brooklyn and was ill.

Accordingly, at Ozone Park, Sternberger changed to the subway for 
Brooklyn, went to his friend’s house, and stayed until midafternoon. He 
then boarded a Manhattan-bound subway for his Fifth Avenue office. 
Here is Marcel’s incredible story:

The car was crowded, and there seemed to be no chance of a 
seat. But just as I entered, a man sitting by the door suddenly 
jumped up to leave, and I slipped into the empty place.

I’ve been living in New York long enough not to start con-
versations with strangers. But, being a photographer, I have the 
peculiar habit of analyzing people’s faces, and I was struck by 
the feature of the passenger on my left. He was probably in his 
late 30’s, and when he glanced up, his eyes seemed to have a 
hurt expression in them. He was reading a Hungarian-language 
newspaper, and something prompted me to say in Hungarian, “I 
hope you don’t mind if I glance at your paper.”

The man seemed surprised to be addressed in his native lan-
guage. But he answered politely. “You may read it now. I’ll have 
time later on.”

During the half-hour ride to town, we had quite a conversa-
tion. He said his name was Bela Paskin. A law student when 
World War II started, he had been put into a German labor bat-
talion and sent to the Ukraine. Later he was captured by the 
Russians and put to work burying the German dead. After the 
war, he covered hundreds of miles on foot until he reached his 
home in Debrecen, a large city in eastern Hungary.

I myself knew Debrecen quite well, and we talked about it for 
a while. Then he told me the rest of his story. When he went to 
the apartment once occupied by his father, mother, brothers and 
sisters, he found strangers living there. Then he went upstairs to 
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the apartment that he and his wife once had. It also was occupied 
by strangers. None of them had ever heard of his family.

As he was leaving, full of sadness, a boy ran after him, call-
ing “Paskin bacsi! Paskin bacsi!” That means “Uncle Paskin.” 
The child was the son of some old neighbors of his. He went to 
the boy’s home and talked to his parents. “Your whole family is 
dead,” they told him. “The Nazis took them and your wife to 
Auschwitz.”

Auschwitz was one of the worst Nazi concentration camps. 
Paskin gave up all hope. A few days later, too heartsick to remain 
any longer in Hungary, he set out again on foot, stealing across 
border after border until he reached Paris. He managed to immi-
grate to the United States in October 1947, just three months 
before I met him.

All the time he had been talking, I kept thinking that some-
how his story seemed familiar. A young woman whom I had 
met recently at the home of friends had also been from Debre-
cen; she had been sent to Auschwitz; from there she had been 
transferred to work in a German munitions factory. Her rela-
tives had been killed in the gas chambers. Later, she was liber-
ated by the Americans and was brought here in the first boatload 
of displaced persons in 1946.

Her story had moved me so much that I had written down 
her address and phone number, intending to invite her to meet 
my family and thus help relieve the terrible emptiness in her 
life.

It seemed impossible that there could be any connection 
between these two people, but as I neared my station, I fumbled 
anxiously in my address book. I asked in what I hoped was a 
casual voice, “Was your wife’s name Marya?”

He turned pale. “Yes!” He answered. “How did you know?”
He looked as if he were about to faint.
I said, “Let’s get off the train.” I took him by the arm at the 

next station and led him to a phone booth. He stood there like 
a man in a trance while I dialed her phone number.
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It seemed hours before Marya Paskin answered. (Later I 
learned her room was alongside the telephone, but she was in 
the habit of never answering it because she had so few friends 
and the calls were always for someone else. This time, however, 
there was no one else at home and, after letting it ring for a 
while, she responded.)

When I heard her voice at last, I told her who I was and 
asked her to describe her husband. She seemed surprised at the 
question, but gave me a description. Then I asked her where she 
had lived in Debrecen, and she told me the address.

Asking her to hold the line, I turned to Paskin and said, 
“Did you and your wife live on such-and-such a street?”

“Yes!” Bela exclaimed. He was white as a sheet and trembling.
“Try to be calm,” I urged him. “Something miraculous is 

about to happen to you. Here, take this telephone and talk to 
your wife!”

He nodded his head in mute bewilderment, his eyes bright 
with tears. He took the receiver, listened a moment to his wife’s 
voice, then suddenly cried, “This is Bela! This is Bela!” and he 
began to mumble hysterically. Seeing that the poor fellow was 
so excited he couldn’t talk coherently, I took the receiver from 
his shaking hands.

“Stay where you are,” I told Marya, who also sounded hys-
terical. “I am sending your husband to you. We will be there in 
a few minutes.”

Bela was crying like a baby and saying over and over again, 
“It is my wife. I go to my wife!”

At first I thought I had better accompany Paskin, lest the 
man should faint from excitement, but I decided that this was a 
moment in which no strangers should intrude. Putting Paskin 
into a taxicab, I directed the driver to take him to Marya’s 
address, paid the fare, and said goodbye.

Bela Paskin’s reunion with his wife was a moment so poi-
gnant, so electric with suddenly released emotion, that after-
ward neither he nor Marya could recall much about it.
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“I remember only that when I left the phone, I walked to the 
mirror like in a dream to see if maybe my hair had turned gray,” 
she said later. “The next thing I know, a taxi stops in front of the 
house, and it is my husband who comes toward me. Details I 
cannot remember; only this I know—that I was happy for the 
first time in many years  .  .  .

“Even now it is difficult to believe that it happened. We 
have both suffered so much; I have almost lost the capability to 
not be afraid. Each time my husband goes from the house I say 
to myself, ‘Will anything happen to take him from me again?’ ”

Her husband is confident that no horrible misfortune will 
ever again befall them. “Providence has brought us together,” he 
says simply. “It was meant to be.”

Skeptical persons will no doubt 
attribute the events of that memo-
rable afternoon to mere chance. 
But was it chance that made Marcel 
Sternberger suddenly decide to 
visit his sick friend and hence take 
a subway line that he had never 
ridden before? Was it chance that caused the man sitting by the door of 
the car to rush out just as Sternberger came in? Was it chance that 
caused Bela Paskin to be sitting beside Sternberger, reading a Hungarian 
newspaper?

Was it chance—or did God ride the Brooklyn subway that afternoon?
As significant and as urgent as this life-changing reunion became to 

Bela Paskin, our reunion to a nearer, deepening relationship with our 
God is of great urgency and offers a far more wonderful reward. We 
would weep with regret if we knew what we are missing in a life that 
knows about Him but rarely if ever feels His touch. His Spirit keeps urg-
ing us to live on a better plane while we seem content to ride this sub-
way of our lives in the routine normalcy of a self-imposed emptiness. 
We need not live alone. God waits patiently, yet insistently, for us to let 
Him give us His unhindered satisfaction, sustenance, and security.

God waits patiently, yet insis-

tently, for us to let Him give us 

His unhindered satisfaction, 

sustenance, and security.
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Welcome to an adventure that pursues an adoring dependence on the 
One who will not leave us alone—the One who will never leave us and 
never forsake us. Denying ourselves the privilege of the intimacy that 
was so extravagantly purchased for us at the cross is to leave ourselves 
struggling with the aloneness that the distance inflicts on our souls.


