SERMON for Lent 3, CASC, Christ Church Cathedral, 08 March 2026 
THE HOMELESSNESS CRISIS: A CHRISTIAN RESPONSE
CASC: The Church of Ireland response to homelessness 
Readings: Exodus 17.1-7; Romans 5.1-11; St John 4.5-42
St Matthew 25.40: … truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me … 
the archbishop of Dublin, chairperson of CASC 

CASC is The Church and Society Commission of The Church of Ireland. It is the successor of what some will remember as The Role of The Church Committee which had a good run and a pivotal role in the life of The General Synod during the sustained and dark days of The Troubles in Northern Ireland in the last quarter of the previous century. It connects what Archbishop Eames used to call the dear old Church of Ireland with issues of significance in society. From the outset, we in CASC have argued for our voice to be independent of The General Synod while also reporting annually to The General Synod. The purpose of this has been to enable the Committee to speak directly outside the church on issues as time and need arise. It is a difficult line to hold but it is worth it and it facilitates a more rapid response than is possible as you navigate the highways and the byways of a labyrinthine bureaucracy. Through our Secretary, Mr Craig Copley-Brown, Craig.CopleyBrown@rcbcoi.org, we are always open to considering new areas of work and response that fall within our broad range, capacity permitting.  

HOW DID THE ISSUE OF HOMELESSNESS COME TO DOMINATE OUR AGENDA?

Over the years, we noticed that The Roman Catholic tradition in Ireland was in a position to comment swiftly on the Budget, for example, in The Republic of Ireland. In CASC, we decided to comment on the Budgets and the Programmes for Government published in both Northern Ireland and The Republic of Ireland as a way of drawing the Church of Ireland into what people call: the public square and of lifting us out of the confines of our churches. Membership criteria for CASC have changed. The constituent membership now offers the opportunity for people interested in the broad range of our work to put themselves forward and for their range of interests and skills to be assessed and incorporated into the work as vacancies arise. As this has given us a broad sweep of membership, we can offer a perspective from within thirty-two counties in what we say about matters relevant to the out-of-church Church of Ireland. It is out of these freedoms of operation that addressing homelessness came to the fore in a church which is both characterized and caricatured as being overwhelmingly and comfortably middle class. 

HOMELESSNESS is a deadweight and a negativizing term. It is also an affront to humanity within a fully functioning society as our society claims to be, however the metrics are crunched. It defines people by who they are not and by what they do not have. It reinforces the inequalities and injustices in our societies. Homelessness has become mangled with refugeeism, asylum seeking, racism, nationalism, personal inadequacy and local territorialism - and most iconically tangled with flags. The cluster is as difficult to untangle as is a pot of overcooked spaghetti on your kitchen stove – if you have a kitchen, or a stove, or a home in which to house either. It makes some people a failure in their own understanding and this, as we say in our documentation, is a rucksack that nobody wants to be carrying. It makes some other people guilty about having a home, about having been able to make provision for their own home. It makes people who come to church guilty and helpless in an emotionally frozen way about how to respond caringly because it looks as if any individual response to this polar bear sized problem will be too meagre, too mean, to make any difference. 

And then, of course, there are homeless individuals, one by one, people just like each one of us, on the street, women, men and children forming a community of need, of cunning, of defeat, of hunger, of misery, of survival and of failure to survive. The dynamics of all of this we, whoever we are at any given moment, find impenetrable. The danger for any of us is precisely this: the us/them divide, the we/they division. I remember reading an interview with ‘a homeless person.’ What this person said was something like this: ‘Sitting watching shoes and shopping bags walk past you – that is all you see, day in day out. I don’t want anything more than for somebody passing by to say: Hello! to me.’ The person could easily have added: … in the unending rain. 

WHAT ARE WE RECOMMENDING?

At the back of the cathedral and in some of your seats, you will find material that CASC has put together for parishes. Please take away a copy. We recognize that cathedrals are different from parish churches but the following are general principles: that people like ourselves think before we speak and that we act along with speaking; that we all contest publicly and with public figures the injustice of housing insecurity and deprivation; that we lobby for local social housing provision; that we make work to the advantage of those in need the Social Services available in our area and, where possible, facilitate this by having the church plant become a location for this.  

We recognize that homelessness takes many forms: some people have no home at all; some people have a temporary home; some people have what might be called ‘home-poverty’ by which I mean that they cannot live adequately, comfortably or safely where they do live. Some people may need provisions they cannot afford, some people may need to get out of the house in order to have some tangible quality of life, some people may need friends, everyone needs money. For me, the one rule of thumb is: give to homeless people of your best and of your best self rather than of your leftovers and of your exhaustion. Creating spaces that are comfortable and friendly where people can talk with one another and you with them; offering entertainment such as a film or music night that people cannot themselves afford; giving them a chance to hold the ring in family or individual quiz afternoons, scrabble or chess matches or evenings with other people; hosting repair cafes where together people can fix appliances; creating toy libraries and toy-stores where people can get toys and games for children; giving people seeds for growing vegetables and flowers and having someone with green fingers teach how to plant, tend and harvest – these are some possibilities. In our own context, point people to Protestant Aid www.protestantaid.org who will assist anyone irrespective of their religious affiliation. There are many more people who are only one Utility Bill away from eviction and the homelessness that comes with it than we think. And: Don’t talk too much God to people, rather do God with people who are homeless. Jesus Christ already walks their road with them.  

IS THERE AN IMAGE, A PICTURE THAT WE CAN TAKE AWAY WITH US TO GIVE US HOPE?

Meeting in the Season of Lent, our inspiration can come from an hymn that is looking us in the eye at this time of year as we approach Passiontide. It begins as follows:
My song is love unknown,
My Saviour’s love to me, 
Love to the loveless shown, 
That they might lovely be …

But it is to the sixth verse that our theme of HOMELESSNESS directs us today:
In life no house, no home,
My Lord on earth might have;
In death no friendly tomb, 
But what a stranger gave.
What may I say?
Heav’n was his home; 
But mine the tomb 
Wherein he lay.
Samuel Crossman’s seventeenth century thought-pattern remains fresh as a daisy for us in 2026. None of us deserves the Saviour’s love. It is as basic as this but it is also as beautiful as this. Such love is shown unconditionally to those who are unloved, to those who have no love, with the transformative purpose that they might lovely be. This is not an us and them situation between us and homeless people. We are in need of this love unknown as much as anyone else and we are also the conduit, the vehicles of such love unknown, on earth as it is in heaven as The Lord’s Prayer constantly inspires us because, as disciples, it is our calling. 

The specific homelessness of Jesus comes to the fore in verse 6 with the added and accelerated recognition that it is a stranger who gave him a friendly tomb. The connection between us and Jesus and between us and the homeless stranger is that while heaven was his home, the tomb is mine. This forces the issue. This calls it out loud and clear. This cements the connection between us and the homeless stranger and Jesus. In Jesus, the stranger is no longer strange. 

As you yourselves go home today, you will walk past the sculpture of The Homeless Jesus in the grounds of this cathedral. As you do, please think of the opening line of the seventh verse of this hymn: Here might I stay and sing … 
Please do stay and sing even for a moment for the homeless people who are all our people.  
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