LONGING FOR SHELTER

“Joy and Josephine” is the title of a novel by Monica Dickens and it is all about a
young woman who is trying to find out who she is. You see, she could be one of two
people because two babies had arrived at an Orphanage at the same time. One was
called Joy, the daughter of wealthy aristocrats, both of whom had died and the baby
was left temporarily in the care of the Matron who was personally known to the
family. The other child- born of an Irish peasant girl and with several possible
candidates as its father- had been abandoned and was to be adopted by a grocer’s wife
from the Portobello Road. Both babies were dressed in Orphanage nightgowns and
placed in cots side by side. They looked very much alike and the nurse forgot to label
them. A fire broke out in the room. One baby died and the other survived. But no-one
knew which child was which, especially as both babies were badly bruised. The
grocer’s wife, who was desperate for a child, told a lie to prove that that the live baby
was the one she was to adopt. She took her home and called her Josephine.

Josephine then, grew up in a flat over the grocer’s shop. She was loved and cared for
and given as good an upbringing as her parents could afford. But when she reached
adolescence there were several problems at home, she was becoming restless, quarrels
blew up and finally, out of the blue, she learned the truth about her birth and of the lie
her adopted mother had told. That gave her all the excuse she needed to leave home
and go in search of her “real family.”

At first it seemed likely that she was Joy, the daughter of the aristocrats and she went
to live in Mayfair with her Uncle. She came out in society and became engaged to a
wealthy young man. But then new evidence came to light which made it more likely
that she was the daughter of the Irish woman, who had suddenly re-appeared,
searching for her. So she went back to being Josephine and lived for a while in a dirty,
down-at-heel pub with this woman who claimed to be her mother. But then she talked
to a Doctor friend who assured her that there was no medical proof whatsoever of her
parentage (this was before the days of DNA) and she was back to square one again.

So who was she? In some ways she seemed to be at home anywhere: she had shown a
lot of flair running the grocer’s shop when her parents were ill; she had made a
sensation as a rich young woman coming out in society; she could chat easily with the
clients in the pub. Where did she really belong? Which place was her real home? It is
a fascinating story.
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We are quite well aware, are we not, that there are many people in the world today
who have no real homes. And I was thinking over the reasons why- why are people
without homes?

Natural disaster is one big cause. Earthquakes, mudslides, floods, volcanoes have
swept away hundreds of homes and whole communities.

War is the other huge factor, together with internal conflicts. We have seen the homes
destroyed in Irag and we have seen the homes bulldozed by Mugabe’s forces in
Zimbabwe, and we know of the thousands of asylum seekers with nowhere to live.
Poverty can drive people out of their homes. Relationship breakdowns, domestic
violence or abuse will send people onto the streets or into a refuge of some kind.

Loss of family, as in the case of Joy-or-Josephine, still leaves young people homeless.



And then there is sheer inability to cope, a reason which is not always acknowledged.
A mental health nurse was telling me that when the Government closed the
workhouses in the early years of the twentieth century, they then had to build those
huge mental hospitals. Now that the mental hospitals have been closed down, our
prisons are overcrowded and ninety-eight percent of prisoners are registered as having
mental health problems. It is clear that there will always be some people who simply
do not have the necessary skills to maintain independent homes.

So- millions are homeless and we believe that homes and roots are vitally important to
human wellbeing, hence our prayer for shelter this Sunday.
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In the Old Testament, a house was much more than just a roof over your head. It was
your identity, your past, your present and your future. To the Jews, the land of Israel
was the country which God himself had given them. It was the place where they
would be born, where they would grow up, where they would bring up their children,
where they would die and where they would be buried. The ideal was for each family
to have their own piece of land, to grow their own food, to build their own house and
to be secure. To lose your home was to lose your whole identity.

Another modern writer, Winifred Foley wrote of her Aunt Lizzie, who had been born
and brought up in rural Gloucestershire. At one point Aunt Lizzie and her husband
John went out to America to investigate the gold mines but after some years, John
became seriously ill and was not going to live long. Aunt Lizzie, said Winifred, was
not sure that Almighty God extended his jurisdiction as far as America so she
promptly booked a passage back home, making sure that John could die and be buried
in his own country.

This was how the Jews felt about Israel. Remember how, when they left Egypt where
they had been slaves, to return to their homeland, they took Joseph’s bones with them
so that he could be buried in the place where his ancestors had lived?

Or remember the Psalm in which the Israelites in exile cried out “how can we sing the
Lord’s song in a strange land?”” Their homes were bound up with their faith. God had
given them their homeland. If they lost it, it was a sign that God had abandoned them.
They were no longer his people but rootless, wandering, fugitives.

In our Old Testament reading, the prophet Zephaniah was giving his people in exile
the best comfort he could possibly offer. He promised them that God was coming to
rescue them. God himself would bring them home. They would have a name again, an
identity, a past, a present and a future.
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Strangely though, in the New Testament the emphasis seems to change. Jesus pointed
out more than once that he was a man with no settled home. He was born in a stable
far away from his home town and buried in a borrowed grave, also in the wrong city.
“Foxes have holes,” he said, ““and the birds of the air have nests but | have no place
to lay my head.”” He warned his followers that, if they came with him, they too must
be prepared to give up their homes and their roots.

What do you think he was getting at? Surely he did not think that an ideal world was
one in which everybody wandered around from place to place, never settling down?
After all, he enjoyed visiting people in their homes and receiving their hospitality. He
never said that a home was a bad thing to have.



I think we find the clue in that story of the fisherman’s wife, who could not find a
home to satisfy her. Her hut was damp and dingy so she wanted a nice little cottage-
fair enough. But then the cottage looked small beside the large houses of her
neighbours and so she wanted a grander house, then a palace and even then she could
not be happy because she could not stop the sun from rising too early in the morning.
(I actually remember reading a newspaper article about a couple who bought their
dream home in the countryside and then tried to sue a local farmer because his
cockerel crowed too early in the morning for their convenience).

Going back to the story, it is obvious to us, as it was to the magic fish, that the
fisherman’s wife will never be content no matter how large or how lovely a house she
lives in. No house will ever become a “home” for her because she is not at home in
herself. She is not happy in her own skin.

Home is where the heart is and if your heart is not at peace then you will never create
a proper home. You may buy or build houses that get bigger and bigger and grander
and grander and more and more exclusive but you will never feel properly secure —
which is how a home should make you feel- if you are not at rest in yourself.

This was something Jesus did teach. Remember his story of the wise man who built
his house on rock and the foolish man who built his house on sand? This was not
about houses but about lives and characters. If your character is shaped by greed and
self-gratification, then you will not long survive the storms of life.

Or remember another of Jesus’ stories about the rich farmer who, like the fisherman’s
wife, could never be content? He kept on producing more and more crops and
building bigger and bigger barns to store them in, saying “when this is done, I will
take time to enjoy my life.”” But he was still amassing more and more produce when
the time came for him to die. He never got round to enjoying his life.

And the trouble is, that while people like this are frantically building bigger and
bigger houses in an attempt to find this elusive sense of satisfaction, they are grabbing
far more of their share of the world’s resources and forcing many others into the
poverty and the social unrest which makes for widespread homelessness. Even natural
disasters cannot always be labelled simply “acts of God.” Many people are compelled
to live in areas known to be dangerous because others-richer and more powerful-
seize all the safer land for themselves. Did you know, for example, that in the
Philippines 5% of the population own 90% of the land?
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Like every other gift we ask from God this Christmas, shelter, homes have to begin on
the inside. Real homes are created by warm and happy personalities. And no house
alone, no matter how grand, can bring a warm and happy personality into existence.
That is the huge mistake which our materialist society is making and there are many
victims of this mistake-both rich and poor.

Jesus Christ, the Son of God, became homeless himself in order to make this point. Of
course he grieved for his people, squirming under the heavy hand of Roman
Occupation but he wanted to show them that no physical circumstance, no material
change could ever take from them their identity as God’s people. He had no home but
he was still God’s Son and nothing could take that from him.

He was also concerned to show his people that, even were they again to claim sole
rights over their geographical territory, this would not mean that they had sole rights
over God. God was not contained in any one country. God was the God of all people



and of all places. Religion should not create exclusive ghettos in which people lived
in perpetual fear of spiritual contamination. It should bring into being open and
welcoming communities in which people found spiritual growth and truth.

At the end of Monica Dickens’ novel Joy-or-Josephine had to face the fact that she
would probably never know who her birth family were or where was the home in
which she had been born. But it did not matter anymore. She had come to terms with
the person she was right now. She was herself and happy to be herself. She was
reconciled with the adoptive mother who had loved her tenderly and brought her up.
She had love to give to a young man she hoped to marry. She had strength, skills and
concern to offer to her fellow countrymen in the Second World War, which was now
well underway. Wherever she went she would make a home for herself and help
others to do the same because she was finally at home in herself.

And it is only as men and women become at home in themselves that the horrors of
homelessness will finally be eradicated.

I would like to close with this poem by Kathy Galloway, called Do Not Retreat:
Do not retreat into your private world

That place of safety, sheltered from the storm

Where you may tend your garden, seek your soul

And rest with loved ones while the fire burns warm.

To tend a garden is a precious thing,

But dearer still the one where all may roam;

The weeds of poison, poverty and war

Demand your care, who call the earth your home.

To seek your soul, it is a precious thing,
But you will never find it on your own
Only among the clamour, threat and pain
Of other people’s need will love be known

To rest with loved ones is a precious thing,
But peace of mind exacts a higher cost;
Your children will not rest and play in quiet
While they still hear the crying of the lost

Do not retreat into your private world,

There are more ways than firesides to keep warm
There is no shelter from the rage of life,

So meet its eye and dance within the storm.

Amen.



