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DRAFT

A Sermon by the Rev. Joe Parrish 
“Are we the judge?  Is God the widow?” 
The Gospel: Luke 18:1-8 
     Jesus told the disciples a parable about their need to pray always and not to lose heart.  He said, “In a certain city there was a judge who neither feared God nor had respect for people.  In that city there was a widow who kept coming to him and saying, ‘Grant me justice against my opponent.’  For a while he refused; but later he said to himself, ‘Though I have no fear of God and no respect for anyone, yet because this widow keeps bothering me, I will grant her justice, so that she may not wear me out by continually coming.’”  And the Lord said, “Listen to what the unjust judge says.  And will not God grant justice to his chosen ones who cry to him day and night?  Will he delay long in helping them?  I tell you, he will quickly grant justice to them.”  
     Create in us clean hearts, O God, and sustain us by your Holy Spirit.  Amen.
     As the hagiographic accounts relate, as St. Teresa (1515–1582) of Avila made her way to her convent during a fierce rainstorm, the great saint slipped down an embankment and fell squarely into the mud.  The irrepressible nun looked up to heaven and admonished her Maker, “If this is how You treat Your friends, no wonder why You have so few of them!”  
http://www.ncregister.com/blog/astagnaro/if-this-is-how-you-treat-your-friends
     It is a humorous story often told, but as I reflected on it a bit, I could see a bit of myself in the saint’s shoes, also admonishing God for my own carelessness and mistakes.  Maybe you have had some of those lapses also.  We want to focus the blame for our own shortcomings and sins on someone else, on anyone else, even on God our heavenly Father.  
     Many poor and oppressed people are crying out to God continuously for help.  And will God not give them help, even if we who may be able to help refuse to hear or ignore their cries?  We may be judging others, while often rarely lifting our own able hands to help.  
     A few weeks back, some younger man maybe in his early twenties was standing in a store doorway in New York with some of his friends and said to me as I walked by, “Hey, Father, help me out,” and he held out his hand.  I sort of looked askance at him; he didn’t seem needy; he was dressed OK.  I thought to myself, is this just another scam?  And when I averred, one of his friends said (about me), “He’s not a Roman Catholic priest (I was wearing my collar).  They have to give you something.”  Ouch.  Maybe I was in too much of a hurry to get to the bottom of his ask: was he really needing something at the store?  And could it have been likely that he indeed had nothing to buy a bit of food?  I’ll never know, but I was not immediately in a giving mode that day.  Maybe you have been there also.  I was perhaps an unjust judge, once again.  But it did teach me to be more understanding.  And maybe I was a bit better prepared for the next ask.  
     Later I was advised by my City Counselman not to give out money, but to call 311 and ask them to help the person who was in need.  If they are homeless or in particular need, the 311 operator will send out a social work team in less than an hour to offer help, I was told.  
     So I tried that the next time.  I called 311.  Again, I found my “solution” did not help.  And the person whom I told I had called 311 about (for a team which never actually arrived), he went into a near fit saying, “Last time they came they put me in jail because I was sitting on the sidewalk.”  Ah, unjust judge again.  So I had to do some serious heart investigation of myself.  Was I simply ignoring the needs of many or some?  What was God calling me to do?  I have assets.  I am not at all homeless.  I eat three meals every day.  I am even often on a diet because I occasionally eat too much.  Where was the widow encountering me in my state of injustice?  Have you ever considered that God comes to us as a widow, pleading for our help?  Is that person who is standing there all afternoon, man or woman, really in need?  
     Well, the person I had sicced 311 on was standing there or sitting there for hours each day; no cup, no outstretched hand; not really pleading for anything, but looking rather shabby, when I thought about it.  He had clean clothes, but was always wearing the same clothes day in and day out, week in and week out.  So I approached him again, and we engaged in conversation.  He was staying at night in a shelter out on Staten Island and came in the City to this spot in midtown each day to try to get enough money to eat that day and make his commute back to the city shelter on Staten Island.  He said sometimes if he get extra money, he is able to stay at a motel near the shelter instead.  He is over 63 years old.  His problem was that he could not work because he had had several surgeries on his legs for blood clots.  And most of his jobs before the surgeries were “off the books”, so he did not have any retirement income; his employers never withheld or paid his Social Security.  His walk sometimes seems painful.  And there is a crutch nearby occasionally.  So I listened to his story.  I see him nearly every day, same place, same time, often looking discouraged, sometime standing, sometimes sitting, and I help him.  In a recent conversation he told me he had called a lawyer at a big firm who had agreed to see him.  Within a week after that visit to the lawyer, the lawyer had him visit the law firm’s medical doctor.  And this coming week they are sending him to a vascular doctor.  All of this without his paying anything, since he does not have anything to pay with.  The objective is to try to get him some Disability Income.  But the winter is not long from now.  I think it is possible that he represents the widow in today’s Gospel lesson, and perhaps the Federal Government may represent one of the unjust judges who needs to be worn down a bit to find a way to help him.  What do you think?  
     I tried the 311 solution yet again on someone else who was walking up the street pushing a grocery cart with most of his belongings.  He asked for money.  I said I was supposed to call 311 to get him help, but he replied that the last time he was in a City Shelter, he had been stabbed, so he would not go into one of those shelters again.  And he rolled his cart on up the street.  My 311 solution seems less than perfect, don’t you agree?  
     As if that weren’t enough; one day when my friend was not standing or sitting in his usual place on the sidewalk, another much younger person was there a few feet away with a big very well printed sign saying he needed $40 as I recall in order to get home to South Carolina.  Again my skepticism arose, but this time on my first contact I engaged him in conversation.  I have several times at my old parish put homeless people on a bus at Newark Penn Station after I had confirmed that someone at their destination was willing to house them, driving them there with a church friend beside me in the car.  So I asked if he wanted me to get him a ticket to go to South Carolina.  But he said he had already made a hundred dollars and had left it with his counselor at the homeless shelter on Ward’s Island, an island in the East River of New York.  He said he had come up to New York City with a girlfriend who had left him stranded.  I offered to meet him at Penn Station New York and buy him a ticket, but he said he felt confident he could raise the forty dollars in a day or so.  He pulled up his shirt and showed me a massive scars on his chest; he said he had been stabbed in the heart when he was in jail and nearly died, and now his lung balloons out of his chest a bit when he coughs because the net the surgeons had put inside his chest had given away.  He said he was 27 years old and did not want more surgeries to fix the net.  When we agreed that I would help him when I returned from a trip a week later, he was gone and has never returned.  
     The social network of our country is nearly non-existent for many, many people.  There are over sixty thousand in the temporary homeless shelters in New York City alone, many are children, and there comparable numbers of homeless in just about every other American city.  They are far too poor to get ObamaCare.  They are often without work, and most have little hope of ever getting work.  The young man from South Carolina, however, said he could get work as a heating, ventilation, and air conditioning technician if he could get back to South Carolina.  And in spite of his homelessness, oddly enough he said felt blessed that he had gotten to see Manhattan, and he thought many others would also feel that same way.
     It does seem to me that the ‘hope of the poor is being taken away’ in spite of our prayers from the daily Morning Prayer service in our Book of Common Prayer on Pages 55 and 98, which many Episcopalians pray each day, which say to God, “Let not the needy, O Lord, be forgotten; Nor the hope of the poor be taken away.”  
     So what is our role as Episcopalians, as Christians, for the poor and the oppressed?  
     As best as I can tell, neither candidate for President of the United States has ever addressed our nation’s tragic problem of homelessness.  If the New York benchmark of nearly one percent homeless applies to all cities, and over sixty percent of our nation lives in cities, then one percent of two hundred million is two million people are struggling with homelessness or near homelessness throughout our country.  One official number puts the homeless unsheltered outside or in an emergency shelter or in transitional housing program at nearly six hundred thousand last year.  Only eighteen states reported decreases in homelessness in 2015 from 2014.  The number of permanent supportive housing beds grew by only 1.7 percent in New Jersey from 2014 to 2015.  The United States has a poverty rate of nearly sixteen percent, 48 million people, and the rate was essentially unchanged from 2014 to 2015.  
http://www.endhomelessness.org/library/entry/SOH2016
     I doubt many in the homeless population will ever be able to vote, at least not this year, and not having a permanent address is probably one reason.  And those in poverty will also be just as unlikely to vote.  So we who are not homeless and poor need to be the ones to look out for the homeless and near homeless, which includes millions of children as well.  The near homeless are those living in cramped situations with relatives and friends, and they are often only one upset away from being thrown out on the street.  The number of people in poor households living doubled up is 52 percent higher now than in 2007, prior to the recession, 52 percent higher nine years later.  
     May God give us wisdom to hear the cries of the poor, the widowed, and the orphan.  And may we become God’s hands and arms and feet and legs and minds and hearts, and votes, to relieve their misery.  Let not the hope of the poor be taken away.

     Amen.

