
5 Epiphany A 2013 

 

Isaiah 58:1-9a 

Psalm 112:1-9 

1 Corinthians 2:1-12 

Matthew 5:13-20 

 

Cold as it has been this past week, 

It’s hard to remember that it was just as cold 

A couple of months ago,  

At the beginning of December. 

 

When that artic cold first hit, 

Many of us were worried about Melissa, 

And Tommy, and Jimmy – 

Though at that point we didn’t know their names. 

 

Last fall, many of you will remember, 

We had several homeless neighbors 

Spending the afternoons in the shade of our trees. 

 

And then they began to spend the night. 

 

Over and over,  

Those of us who arrived in the morning 

Would see a man and a woman, 

Camped out beside the church, 

And then, as it got colder, 

In a space between our two dumpsters. 

 

Sometimes you had to be careful, 

Driving down the alley, 

To avoid their feet. 

 

As soon as they saw the first of us arriving, 

They would start to pack up, 

Clean up, 

And be on their way.   

They would wave and smile, 

And if our paths crossed,  

they would say good morning, and thank you. 

 

Then the bitter cold came, 

And one Friday night, 

As we arrived for Safe Haven, 

Wib and I could not help worrying 



 2 

That it was way too cold 

For anyone to sleep between the dumpsters. 

 

We walked around the building,  

Looking for our neighbors,  

Hoping, if we found them, 

To persuade them to find shelter indoors. 

They were nowhere in sight, 

And so we said to each other, 

All we can do is hope 

They found shelter for the night. 

 

Six o’clock came, 

And the first vanload of women arrived, 

And then the second,  

And we had dinner, 

And many of the women began to settle down for the night. 

 

Wib came and found me in the kitchen, 

Filled with excitement. 

Have you met Melissa? She asked. 

She’s the one who’s been camping here. 

They’ve come inside for the night. 

 

I went over to meet Melissa, 

And told her how glad and relieved we were that she was inside. 

 

Melissa lingered with us in the Delzell Room 

Until lights out, 

Telling her story, 

Thanking us, over and over, 

For our hospitality – 

Not at Safe Haven, 

But by sharing our dumpsters with her, 

And her boyfriend Tommy. 

 

You all have been so nice to us, 

She kept saying. 

 

Then she began to talk about the cold. 

We finally decided, she said, 

That we couldn’t sleep outside in this weather. 

We split up for tonight, 

So that we could get into shelters.   

 

So I said goodbye to Tommy and got on the van, 
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And then, when we pulled up here, 

I said to the other women, 

Oh, I know where we are. 

I know this church. 

 

I’m home. 

 

Bring the homeless poor into your house, 

Says the prophet Isaiah. 

Share your bread with the hungry. 

Cover the naked. 

Offer sanctuary in the city. 

 

Melissa offered us a precious gift. 

She showed us, in that moment, 

That here and there, now and again, 

we live into our mission. 

 

I’m home, she said. 

 

That was a rare moment, 

A flash of affirmation  

And a sign of hope. 

 

We have not seen Melissa since. 

 

Where has she gone? 

Home to Texas? 

To a motel? 

To another dumpster? 

 

Though the moment of coming home was real, 

Melissa and the thousands of others in our city 

Have no housing to call home. 

 

We offer them a cot, and a bowl of soup, 

And that means a lot. 

There is all the difference in the world 

between a bed and no bed, 

Food and no food, 

Clothing and no clothing. 

 

We do offer sanctuary in the city. 

 

But what about the renewal of the world? 
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Why is Melissa sleeping between our dumpsters at all? 

We meet a woman who thanks us for our hospitality, 

And treats us as a friend, 

Because when she began sleeping between our dumpsters, 

We did not run her off. 

 

That’s a beginning, 

But surely there is more. 

 

Where do we go from here? 

 

If we are the salt of the earth, 

And the light of the world, 

Do we rest in this place 

Of offering a cot and a bowl of soup, 

Or do we ask, again, 

Why is Melissa sleeping between our dumpsters at all? 

 

How do we seek the renewal of the world? 

 

There are many ways to begin. 

I believe, for us, as a Christian community, 

The way to begin  

Is with the vision. 

 

Scripture offers us a vision 

Of a world made new and whole, 

Of swords beaten into plowshares, 

Of vines and fig trees, 

Of the city of God, 

With the river of life flowing through the middle of the street, 

And the tree of life 

With its roots planted in the river. 

 

In that city of God, 

No one sleeps between dumpsters. 

No one is hungry. 

No one is inside 

While others are outside. 

 

Scripture offers us this image, 

And our own hopes and imaginations 

Soar to meet the vision. 

But there is no roadmap. 

 

The vision calls to us from the future, 
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And lights our way for now. 

 

But it does not tell us what to do, 

Only that we should act. 

 

We hear the call to action. 

But being all too human, 

We will fail to agree on how to act, 

And we will get lost, 

And we will get tired and sit down for a while. 

 

Still, the vision remains. 

A world where all are included, 

All are free, 

All are welcome, 

All are safe and sheltered  

And live in peace and freedom, 

With meaning and hope. 

 

Until the world is remade, 

And we, within it, 

Discover our true selves, 

We will never agree on how to get there. 

 

In Christian community, 

Can we hold that tension? 

Can we tolerate this knowledge, 

That some of us are sure 

One set of actions will bring the vision closer, 

And others are sure those same actions 

Will pull us apart? 

 

I believe we can, 

If we remember one thing. 

Only one thing holds us together, 

In Christian community. 

 

The truth and justice and mercy of God 

Become clear and knowable 

In the moment 

When Jesus holds heaven and earth together on the cross. 

That’s what holds us together. 

 

Because we are a Christian community, 

This is where we begin.  
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All our work, 

Our witness, 

Our meaning and hopes  

And our courage, 

Begin here.  

 

We may gather believing  

We are here for the music 

Or to offer our children something precious 

Or to reach out to our neighbors in need. 

 

But at the center of our life together, 

There is one thing that 

Sustains us and inspires us 

And binds us together – 

The cross of Christ. 

 

For me, 

If I start anywhere else, 

My outrage at the sight of a woman  

Sleeping between our dumpsters, 

My longing for a better world, 

for her, for the children of Haiti, 

for the people of South Sudan, 

I know that for me, if I start there, 

I end up, not seeking the renewal of the world, 

But in a place of frustration, judgment, 

Self-pity, and burnout. 

 

That’s a dead end,  

If we’re looking for the kingdom of heaven. 

 

There is only one way we can do this 

Without tripping over ourselves 

And getting in the way, 

Bringing God’s renewal of the world to a grinding halt.  

 

The only way we can do this 

Is by disappearing, 

Like salt and light, 

Into the reconciling work of God, 

Shown most clearly in the cross of Christ. 

 

We are the salt of the earth. 

We are the light of the world. 
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If this is to be true,  

Then it is time, 

Like salt, 

To disappear into food for the world. 

If this is to be true,  

Then it is time, 

Like light, 

To shine on something beyond ourselves.  

 

Yes, there are ways to act. 

Yes, we will find it hard to agree 

On how to act.  

 

And yet – 

When we become salt and light, 

We win our freedom to act beyond ourselves.  

 

When that happens,  

We will know what it means 

To seek the renewal of the world.  


