Homelessness Sunday

Enough for All

31st January, 2010

Jeremiah 1.4-10 and Luke 4.16 -30

The ancient Greeks used to tell stories about a hero Herakles who had to complete 12 impossible tasks or quests. The second of these great labours was to do battle with a great sea monster called the Hydra.  As the Greeks tell the story, the Hydra is a many headed monster.  Every time you cut off one of its heads, two others grew in its place.  The more you fought against the Hydra, the more powerful she grew.  

The Hydra is a powerful image for homelessness.  We have here a monstrous problem which affects and afflicts a large number of people.  Like the Hydra, homelessness is a many headed problem.  There are many different causes.  There are many different effects and complications.  There is no one single solution.  

You will be as familiar with some of the heads of the hydra as I am.  A lack of affordable housing.  Poverty.  Domestic violence.  Prison release.  Asylum seekers and refugees.  Substance abuse.  Mental disorders.  A lack of healthcare.  Inequality and poor opportunity.  De-institutionalisation of the mentally ill.  A spiral of debt.  Self-esteem and dignity.  The list goes on.  

Trapped in this monsters coils are real human beings loved by God; entitled to dignity and respect; unable to escape the combination of pressures which have brought them to this point.  

Those who do battle with this hydra have to grow used to fighting on several fronts at once.  There is short term care for the individual: the basic provision of shelter and healthcare and food and warmth.  The provision of a safety net so that all are offered short term help.  There is longer term provision which aims to build independence and integration into the community and self respect as individuals fulfil their potential.  This is more costly and demanding work.  

There is the battle against the causes of homelessness whether that is family breakdown or improving the provision for newly released prisoners or doing battle with the debt culture which affects so many or battling with the causes of substance abuse and the availability of alcohol and drugs.  

And there is the broader battle against poverty and inequality in our society which in turn contributes to all of these causes.  That battle is rooted in research and telling stories and framing policy which grows a fairer society.   

There are many ways to play a part from volunteering in a shelter; or a rehabilitation scheme; to fund raising; to campaigns and demonstrations; to playing your part in the corridors of power; to using your gifts as an artist or a story teller to point out what needs to happen; to sharing what you have; to words of kindness. 

It is a mighty struggle and a long one.  But from where do we draw our strength in this fight.

The prophet Jeremiah gives us insight and great comfort.  As a young man he surveyed the battles he was called to fight in his day against apathy and despair as his society turned away from love of God and in consequence turned away from love of neighbour.  

Jeremiah’s gift was vision:  the ability to see his world and his society clearly.  Vision is never, “.  ever a comfortable gift.  

He sees the complexity and the dimensions of the problem and he prays.  “How am I to do this?  Ah Lord God, truly I do not know how to speak for I am only a boy”.

The Lord gently chides him and assures him of his presence:

“Do not say I am only a boy.  For you shall go to all whom I send you and you shall speak whatever I command you.  Do not be afraid of them for I am with you to deliver you says the Lord”.  

Jeremiah draws his strength in the long battle he is to fight from God and God’s call.  This service and this moment is a time to renew our commitment and our determination whatever part of the battle we find ourselves in at the present time.  

Christians in this city and in this region are playing their part in the battle against homelessness and often leading the way.  Over the last eight months I have visited three centres for the homeless:  two in Sheffield and one in Doncaster.  Each one is impressive in its way.  Each one is addressing a range of different problems in those who come.  Each was begun and is sustained by Christians:  people who give their time; their buildings; their energy; their different gifts to care for those in need.  And each Christian is sustained in their work or their volunteering by a vision and a call to serve those who are poor in the name of Christ.

Jesus words in the synagogue in Nazareth still echo down the years and challenge his church.  He is quoting of course another of God’s people of vision:

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me

Because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor

He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives

And recovery of sight to the blind

To let the oppressed go free”.

There are many different ways to share in God’s great mission.  Luke’s gospel and the Acts of the Apostles demonstrates that there are many different ways to bring good news to the poor.  Some involve carrying the invitation to become disciples of Christ.  Others involve practical help and service.  Others involve challenging the structures of our world.  These are not alternatives. They are each part of a solution to a complex and challenging problem.  

We are all called to fight homelessness and to care for the poor and to do that in the name of Christ.

As we gather this evening and face this many headed monster we call homelessness, let us draw strength in this service from one another.  Let us draw encouragement from all that is being achieved in our community.  And let us draw our strength and commitment from God to continue with this call he has given us so that the good news can be proclaimed to the poor in deed and in word.  Amen.  
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