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Throughout the year there are days that have been set apart on our 

denominational church calendar for celebrating particular gifts that God has 
given to the church, and for recognizing special ministries, and for calling our 
attention to certain needs in our communities and in the world.  One of those 
days is Hunger and Homelessness Sunday.  Today is not the day that our 
denomination has designated for focusing on homelessness, but it is the day 
that we are choosing to focus on it in our church and there are a few reasons 
why that is.   

For one thing, we are in Lent and traditionally the church has 
emphasized the spiritual disciplines of prayer, fasting, and almsgiving during 
this season.  Considering those who might be in need of our giving and 
generosity seems appropriate then, during a season in which we are 
encouraged to practice generosity toward the poor.   

A second reason is because many of us have the luxury of being able 
to put the issue of homelessness on the back burner of our minds.  We are 
aware that people are homeless, but when a problem isn’t my personal 
problem at a given moment, I don’t necessarily feel a sense of urgency about 
it and that can translate into inaction.  Taking some time this morning to talk 
about homelessness gives us an opportunity then to bring the issue off of 
the back burner to the front of our minds, and maybe if we look with fresh 
eyes we will feel inspired or challenged to take some action.  

And finally, a third reason for designating today as a day to focus on 
homelessness is because our Outreach Ministry has come up with a practical 
plan and tool for us to use when we encounter homeless people who ask for 
our help, and as a way to prepare ourselves to participate in this project, it 
felt like it would be helpful to talk about the issue and to listen to what God 
has to say to us about it.   

We listened to two passages of Scripture this morning.  The first was 
from the book of Isaiah and in the Scripture, we hear both God’s concern for 
the poor and God’s expectations of His people.  Isaiah is trying to get the 
people’s attention and awaken them from complacency.  They were going 
through the motions of being religious, but their actions, or lack of actions on 
behalf of the vulnerable in particular, proved that their hearts were actually 
far from God.  In the passage from James, we heard a similar theme.  Faith 
without deeds is dead, he says, and as an example he says if you see 



someone in need and you wish them well but don’t do anything to help meet 
the need, it reveals a lack of genuine faith.  These are not unfamiliar 
passages of Scripture for many of us, and I expect that lots of you can tell 
stories about how you have helped people with their needs because you take 
these words and all of God’s words seriously.  What I also expect, though, is 
that lots of us have probably had times when these words rang in our heads 
at the same time that we were avoiding eye contact with a homeless person 
who wanted our attention or when we knew we had some cash in our pocket 
but said to the man or woman who was asking, “I don’t have any cash with 
me.”  Maybe that’s just me, but when that happens to me, I have to ask 
myself what does this mean?  I know that God sees and cares for this person 
that I am avoiding eye contact with so why am I avoiding the person?  And I 
know that faith and love find expression in my actions so why am I holding 
on to $3 that I could afford to give away?   

If I’m honest, I have to admit that sometimes it is a matter of 
selfishness.  I don’t want to be bothered or inconvenienced and, frankly, 
sometimes I kind of resent that I can’t just sit at an intersection or walk into 
a grocery store without someone imposing on me.  It’s not always this 
though.  It is true that there are scammers out there, and it is also true that 
at best giving someone a few dollars may provide them with some sort of 
temporary comfort, but it doesn’t solve their problems.  Even worse, it can 
enable people and de-incentivize them to get the help they really need.  For 
these good reasons, I don’t always help.  It may be sensible in most cases 
to avoid giving hand-outs, but we are challenged by God’s word not to leave 
it at that.  God’s word pushes us to ask the next question.  If handing out 
pocket change isn’t the most effective way to love and help my neighbor, 
then what is?  What can be done and what is it that you are calling me to do 
to help?  Of course, it’s easier not to ask these questions, and when we do, 
it can be difficult to discern the answer.    Homelessness and the need for 
affordable housing are complex problems that don’t stand alone.  There are 
layers of issues, and people have different convictions about what is the best 
way to help.  The important thing is that we do ask the questions and that we 
do ask the Holy Spirit to help us ask the questions honestly and to respond 
faithfully to the guidance and answers that he provides.  When we do this, 
we may be surprised at how the Spirit leads us.  The story of the Presbyterian 
Church of Astoria in Queens, NY is a wonderful illustration of how God leads 
and empowers His people to meet needs in the community when they are 
asking, “How, Lord?” and when they are willing to follow Jesus however he 
leads.  



The church was organized in 1846 and built it’s building in 1922.  Like 
lots of Presbyterian Churches, the church had its peak attendance during the 
50’s and afterwards began a slow decline.  By the early 2000’s the 
neighborhood had changed, the membership had shrunk to about 50 people, 
and the cost of maintaining the building was becoming an impossible 
burden.  When they realized that it was going to cost between $1 and $3 
million dollars to save their building, the church realized that they were going 
to have to make some big decisions, so the session gave their pastor at the 
time the power to start looking at options.   

The story becomes interesting at this point because the pastor began 
to explore options for the future by going to the community and asking what 
their needs were and what they might like to see happen with the church 
property.  Here he learned that there was a need in their community for 
affordable housing so he went back to the church and asked for permission 
to do a study to see if it would be possible to put some sort of affordable 
housing on the church’s property.  The church didn’t want to lose the 
building, but they did want to serve their community.  At the same time, 
commercial real estate developers were telling them that it wasn’t worth it to 
them to develop only a portion of the property.  They wanted it all and they 
wanted the church to take their money and get out.  

The pastor continued to do some research at that point and discovered 
an old zoning law that had been written during the era of the Great 
Depression that was still in effect.  The law said that the church could build 
a larger building on their property if it was a “senior domiciliary” which means 
affordable housing for senior citizens.  The law was written at a time when 
seniors without pensions or any other form of income were struggling to 
support themselves.  The pastor recognized that people in their community 
were in the same situation all these years later and remembering his initial 
conversations with city representatives he knew that affordable housing for 
seniors was exactly what their neighborhood and city needed.   

After a few other providential events that the pastor recognized as 
God’s hand guiding them toward building the apartments, he went back to 
the church and the presbytery and said, “Listen, we have a sanctuary that 
seats 500 people and there are only about 50 of us.  This isn’t good 
stewardship.  God has put us here for a reason.”  Some in the congregation 
were against the idea of replacing their historic church building with an 
apartment building, and there was conflict, but ultimately a majority voted to 
build a new building that would house 100 seniors.  The community board 
said that it believed 4000 people would apply to live in the building.  The 
pastor said, “Presbyteries are overwhelmed by all these churches that just 



want to survive.  But Jesus said, ‘those who want to save their life will lose 
it, those who lose their life for the sake of the gospel will save it.’  The majority 
of us decided we would take that quite literally.”  (Seebeck, Paul.  “Finding 
Vision for the Future by Discerning the Past.” 
www.pcusa.org/smallchurch).   I came across this story several years ago, 
when all of the decisions had been made but nothing had happened yet, but 
today, the historic building is gone, and it has been replaced with the 
apartment building for seniors.  On their church website it says, “After selling 
its buildings in 2005 to make way for affordable senior housing, Astoria First 
has been reborn. The community is now vibrant, diverse, and steadily 
growing.” 

Of course what happened at that church isn’t necessarily the model for 
all churches, but I love the story and I told it today because it reminds us that 
sometimes God does some really amazing and unexpected things. God’s 
people don’t turn away from a problem because it doesn’t feel urgent to them, 
or because they’re not sure what to do,  or because they don’t think they can 
do something that will make a real difference and when, instead, they persist 
in asking “Lord, what do you want me to do?” and then they do it - maybe 
not because they are sure of themselves but because they are walking by 
faith.   

If you are inspired by this story and you want to look harder at the 
problem of homelessness in our city, there is actually good news in 
Jacksonville on this issue.  In the last 10 years, the coordinated efforts of 
several agencies working to eliminate homelessness in Jacksonville have 
resulted in a 32% reduction in homelessness compared to the national 
reduction average of 10 percent.  This local success includes an 82 percent 
reduction in homeless veterans, a 46 percent reduction in homeless families 
and a 60 percent reduction in the chronically homeless.  There is still work 
to do, though. More community support is needed and creating more 
affordable housing options is one of the greatest needs.  You can learn more 
about what has been done and what still needs to be done in our city, by 
looking up and reading the 2020 Jacksonville Homelessness Report that you 
can find on the United Way of NE Fl webpage.  In addition to looking at this 
resource, though, our Outreach Ministry has come up with another way to 
take a step of faith and to take action when it comes to helping the homeless, 
and I want to tell you about that now.    

 Over the past three weeks, members of the ministry have been 
leading us to ask the question, “What can I do to help?  How can I be an 
everyday saint?”  As Chuck Martin mentioned two weeks ago, most all social 
workers agree that in those situations when we come across a homeless 



person asking for help the best thing to do is to get them to a shelter so they 
can help solve the problem holistically.  They can help the person not just 
with housing, but also medical care and job training they may need. 
  In the spirit of being part of the solution to homelessness, our Outreach 
Ministry has come up with a simple plan that they hope we will be able to 
embrace.  Simply stated it’s to show empathy for what they are going 
through, and ask the question, “Do you need food or shelter?” If the answer 
is yes, then you can hand them these directions which are in your 
bulletin.  Keep a few copies of these directions in the side pocket of the car 
door so they are readily available. Between the Clara White Mission and the 
Sulzbacher Center, they can get three meals a day and an array of services 
to help them. There is also an information sheet about this program that will 
be good to review. 

The key to this exchange is sincere empathy.  Maintain eye contact 
and speak sincerely, and one of two things will happen.  They’ll take the 
directions and thank you, or they will decline them.  And with either response, 
we can be at peace knowing that in that moment we took the right step to 
help solve the problem.  

Now, if you are in Mandarin when this happens, that’s a pretty long 
haul to get downtown if you don’t have a car.  To overcome that, we have a 
possible solution and that is to offer them a one-day bus pass.  Will the bus 
pass work?  We aren’t sure…  To find out, we need your help.   The plan 
was to have a limited number of passes available today, but the passes won’t 
be available until next Sunday because we are finishing the approval process 
to get bulk discounts from JTA.  Once we get feedback on the effectiveness 
of the bus-pass over the next few months, we can then take steps to 
formalize how we distribute the bus passes going forward.   
  We don’t know how all of this will work out, but we don’t have to know 
what the outcome will be before we can step out and take action.  That is 
where our faith comes in.  What we do know is that God cares for our 
homeless neighbors and that God calls us to love them.  Amen.    
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someone in need and you wish them well but don’t do anything to help meet 
the need, it reveals a lack of genuine faith.  These are not unfamiliar 
passages of Scripture for many of us, and I expect that lots of you can tell 
stories about how you have helped people with their needs because you take 
these words and all of God’s words seriously.  What I also expect, though, is 
that lots of us have probably had times when these words rang in our heads 
at the same time that we were avoiding eye contact with a homeless person 
who wanted our attention or when we knew we had some cash in our pocket 
but said to the man or woman who was asking, “I don’t have any cash with 
me.”  Maybe that’s just me, but when that happens to me, I have to ask 
myself what does this mean?  I know that God sees and cares for this person 
that I am avoiding eye contact with so why am I avoiding the person?  And I 
know that faith and love find expression in my actions so why am I holding 
on to $3 that I could afford to give away?   

If I’m honest, I have to admit that sometimes it is a matter of 
selfishness.  I don’t want to be bothered or inconvenienced and, frankly, 
sometimes I kind of resent that I can’t just sit at an intersection or walk into 
a grocery store without someone imposing on me.  It’s not always this 
though.  It is true that there are scammers out there, and it is also true that 
at best giving someone a few dollars may provide them with some sort of 
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enable people and de-incentivize them to get the help they really need.  For 
these good reasons, I don’t always help.  It may be sensible in most cases 
to avoid giving hand-outs, but we are challenged by God’s word not to leave 
it at that.  God’s word pushes us to ask the next question.  If handing out 
pocket change isn’t the most effective way to love and help my neighbor, 
then what is?  What can be done and what is it that you are calling me to do 
to help?  Of course, it’s easier not to ask these questions, and when we do, 
it can be difficult to discern the answer.    Homelessness and the need for 
affordable housing are complex problems that don’t stand alone.  There are 
layers of issues, and people have different convictions about what is the best 
way to help.  The important thing is that we do ask the questions and that we 
do ask the Holy Spirit to help us ask the questions honestly and to respond 
faithfully to the guidance and answers that he provides.  When we do this, 
we may be surprised at how the Spirit leads us.  The story of the Presbyterian 
Church of Astoria in Queens, NY is a wonderful illustration of how God leads 
and empowers His people to meet needs in the community when they are 
asking, “How, Lord?” and when they are willing to follow Jesus however he 
leads.  
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affordable housing for senior citizens.  The law was written at a time when 
seniors without pensions or any other form of income were struggling to 
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leading us to ask the question, “What can I do to help?  How can I be an 
everyday saint?”  As Chuck Martin mentioned two weeks ago, most all social 
workers agree that in those situations when we come across a homeless 



person asking for help the best thing to do is to get them to a shelter so they 
can help solve the problem holistically.  They can help the person not just 
with housing, but also medical care and job training they may need. 
  In the spirit of being part of the solution to homelessness, our Outreach 
Ministry has come up with a simple plan that they hope we will be able to 
embrace.  Simply stated it’s to show empathy for what they are going 
through, and ask the question, “Do you need food or shelter?” If the answer 
is yes, then you can hand them these directions which are in your 
bulletin.  Keep a few copies of these directions in the side pocket of the car 
door so they are readily available. Between the Clara White Mission and the 
Sulzbacher Center, they can get three meals a day and an array of services 
to help them. There is also an information sheet about this program that will 
be good to review. 

The key to this exchange is sincere empathy.  Maintain eye contact 
and speak sincerely, and one of two things will happen.  They’ll take the 
directions and thank you, or they will decline them.  And with either response, 
we can be at peace knowing that in that moment we took the right step to 
help solve the problem.  

Now, if you are in Mandarin when this happens, that’s a pretty long 
haul to get downtown if you don’t have a car.  To overcome that, we have a 
possible solution and that is to offer them a one-day bus pass.  Will the bus 
pass work?  We aren’t sure…  To find out, we need your help.   The plan 
was to have a limited number of passes available today, but the passes won’t 
be available until next Sunday because we are finishing the approval process 
to get bulk discounts from JTA.  Once we get feedback on the effectiveness 
of the bus-pass over the next few months, we can then take steps to 
formalize how we distribute the bus passes going forward.   
  We don’t know how all of this will work out, but we don’t have to know 
what the outcome will be before we can step out and take action.  That is 
where our faith comes in.  What we do know is that God cares for our 
homeless neighbors and that God calls us to love them.  Amen.    
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and the cost of maintaining the building was becoming an impossible 
burden.  When they realized that it was going to cost between $1 and $3 
million dollars to save their building, the church realized that they were going 
to have to make some big decisions, so the session gave their pastor at the 
time the power to start looking at options.   

The story becomes interesting at this point because the pastor began 
to explore options for the future by going to the community and asking what 
their needs were and what they might like to see happen with the church 
property.  Here he learned that there was a need in their community for 
affordable housing so he went back to the church and asked for permission 
to do a study to see if it would be possible to put some sort of affordable 
housing on the church’s property.  The church didn’t want to lose the 
building, but they did want to serve their community.  At the same time, 
commercial real estate developers were telling them that it wasn’t worth it to 
them to develop only a portion of the property.  They wanted it all and they 
wanted the church to take their money and get out.  

The pastor continued to do some research at that point and discovered 
an old zoning law that had been written during the era of the Great 
Depression that was still in effect.  The law said that the church could build 
a larger building on their property if it was a “senior domiciliary” which means 
affordable housing for senior citizens.  The law was written at a time when 
seniors without pensions or any other form of income were struggling to 
support themselves.  The pastor recognized that people in their community 
were in the same situation all these years later and remembering his initial 
conversations with city representatives he knew that affordable housing for 
seniors was exactly what their neighborhood and city needed.   

After a few other providential events that the pastor recognized as 
God’s hand guiding them toward building the apartments, he went back to 
the church and the presbytery and said, “Listen, we have a sanctuary that 
seats 500 people and there are only about 50 of us.  This isn’t good 
stewardship.  God has put us here for a reason.”  Some in the congregation 
were against the idea of replacing their historic church building with an 
apartment building, and there was conflict, but ultimately a majority voted to 
build a new building that would house 100 seniors.  The community board 
said that it believed 4000 people would apply to live in the building.  The 
pastor said, “Presbyteries are overwhelmed by all these churches that just 



want to survive.  But Jesus said, ‘those who want to save their life will lose 
it, those who lose their life for the sake of the gospel will save it.’  The majority 
of us decided we would take that quite literally.”  (Seebeck, Paul.  “Finding 
Vision for the Future by Discerning the Past.” 
www.pcusa.org/smallchurch).   I came across this story several years ago, 
when all of the decisions had been made but nothing had happened yet, but 
today, the historic building is gone, and it has been replaced with the 
apartment building for seniors.  On their church website it says, “After selling 
its buildings in 2005 to make way for affordable senior housing, Astoria First 
has been reborn. The community is now vibrant, diverse, and steadily 
growing.” 

Of course what happened at that church isn’t necessarily the model for 
all churches, but I love the story and I told it today because it reminds us that 
sometimes God does some really amazing and unexpected things. God’s 
people don’t turn away from a problem because it doesn’t feel urgent to them, 
or because they’re not sure what to do,  or because they don’t think they can 
do something that will make a real difference and when, instead, they persist 
in asking “Lord, what do you want me to do?” and then they do it - maybe 
not because they are sure of themselves but because they are walking by 
faith.   

If you are inspired by this story and you want to look harder at the 
problem of homelessness in our city, there is actually good news in 
Jacksonville on this issue.  In the last 10 years, the coordinated efforts of 
several agencies working to eliminate homelessness in Jacksonville have 
resulted in a 32% reduction in homelessness compared to the national 
reduction average of 10 percent.  This local success includes an 82 percent 
reduction in homeless veterans, a 46 percent reduction in homeless families 
and a 60 percent reduction in the chronically homeless.  There is still work 
to do, though. More community support is needed and creating more 
affordable housing options is one of the greatest needs.  You can learn more 
about what has been done and what still needs to be done in our city, by 
looking up and reading the 2020 Jacksonville Homelessness Report that you 
can find on the United Way of NE Fl webpage.  In addition to looking at this 
resource, though, our Outreach Ministry has come up with another way to 
take a step of faith and to take action when it comes to helping the homeless, 
and I want to tell you about that now.    

 Over the past three weeks, members of the ministry have been 
leading us to ask the question, “What can I do to help?  How can I be an 
everyday saint?”  As Chuck Martin mentioned two weeks ago, most all social 
workers agree that in those situations when we come across a homeless 



person asking for help the best thing to do is to get them to a shelter so they 
can help solve the problem holistically.  They can help the person not just 
with housing, but also medical care and job training they may need. 
  In the spirit of being part of the solution to homelessness, our Outreach 
Ministry has come up with a simple plan that they hope we will be able to 
embrace.  Simply stated it’s to show empathy for what they are going 
through, and ask the question, “Do you need food or shelter?” If the answer 
is yes, then you can hand them these directions which are in your 
bulletin.  Keep a few copies of these directions in the side pocket of the car 
door so they are readily available. Between the Clara White Mission and the 
Sulzbacher Center, they can get three meals a day and an array of services 
to help them. There is also an information sheet about this program that will 
be good to review. 

The key to this exchange is sincere empathy.  Maintain eye contact 
and speak sincerely, and one of two things will happen.  They’ll take the 
directions and thank you, or they will decline them.  And with either response, 
we can be at peace knowing that in that moment we took the right step to 
help solve the problem.  

Now, if you are in Mandarin when this happens, that’s a pretty long 
haul to get downtown if you don’t have a car.  To overcome that, we have a 
possible solution and that is to offer them a one-day bus pass.  Will the bus 
pass work?  We aren’t sure…  To find out, we need your help.   The plan 
was to have a limited number of passes available today, but the passes won’t 
be available until next Sunday because we are finishing the approval process 
to get bulk discounts from JTA.  Once we get feedback on the effectiveness 
of the bus-pass over the next few months, we can then take steps to 
formalize how we distribute the bus passes going forward.   
  We don’t know how all of this will work out, but we don’t have to know 
what the outcome will be before we can step out and take action.  That is 
where our faith comes in.  What we do know is that God cares for our 
homeless neighbors and that God calls us to love them.  Amen.    
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Throughout the year there are days that have been set apart on our 

denominational church calendar for celebrating particular gifts that God has 
given to the church, and for recognizing special ministries, and for calling our 
attention to certain needs in our communities and in the world.  One of those 
days is Hunger and Homelessness Sunday.  Today is not the day that our 
denomination has designated for focusing on homelessness, but it is the day 
that we are choosing to focus on it in our church and there are a few reasons 
why that is.   

For one thing, we are in Lent and traditionally the church has 
emphasized the spiritual disciplines of prayer, fasting, and almsgiving during 
this season.  Considering those who might be in need of our giving and 
generosity seems appropriate then, during a season in which we are 
encouraged to practice generosity toward the poor.   

A second reason is because many of us have the luxury of being able 
to put the issue of homelessness on the back burner of our minds.  We are 
aware that people are homeless, but when a problem isn’t my personal 
problem at a given moment, I don’t necessarily feel a sense of urgency about 
it and that can translate into inaction.  Taking some time this morning to talk 
about homelessness gives us an opportunity then to bring the issue off of 
the back burner to the front of our minds, and maybe if we look with fresh 
eyes we will feel inspired or challenged to take some action.  

And finally, a third reason for designating today as a day to focus on 
homelessness is because our Outreach Ministry has come up with a practical 
plan and tool for us to use when we encounter homeless people who ask for 
our help, and as a way to prepare ourselves to participate in this project, it 
felt like it would be helpful to talk about the issue and to listen to what God 
has to say to us about it.   

We listened to two passages of Scripture this morning.  The first was 
from the book of Isaiah and in the Scripture, we hear both God’s concern for 
the poor and God’s expectations of His people.  Isaiah is trying to get the 
people’s attention and awaken them from complacency.  They were going 
through the motions of being religious, but their actions, or lack of actions on 
behalf of the vulnerable in particular, proved that their hearts were actually 
far from God.  In the passage from James, we heard a similar theme.  Faith 
without deeds is dead, he says, and as an example he says if you see 



someone in need and you wish them well but don’t do anything to help meet 
the need, it reveals a lack of genuine faith.  These are not unfamiliar 
passages of Scripture for many of us, and I expect that lots of you can tell 
stories about how you have helped people with their needs because you take 
these words and all of God’s words seriously.  What I also expect, though, is 
that lots of us have probably had times when these words rang in our heads 
at the same time that we were avoiding eye contact with a homeless person 
who wanted our attention or when we knew we had some cash in our pocket 
but said to the man or woman who was asking, “I don’t have any cash with 
me.”  Maybe that’s just me, but when that happens to me, I have to ask 
myself what does this mean?  I know that God sees and cares for this person 
that I am avoiding eye contact with so why am I avoiding the person?  And I 
know that faith and love find expression in my actions so why am I holding 
on to $3 that I could afford to give away?   

If I’m honest, I have to admit that sometimes it is a matter of 
selfishness.  I don’t want to be bothered or inconvenienced and, frankly, 
sometimes I kind of resent that I can’t just sit at an intersection or walk into 
a grocery store without someone imposing on me.  It’s not always this 
though.  It is true that there are scammers out there, and it is also true that 
at best giving someone a few dollars may provide them with some sort of 
temporary comfort, but it doesn’t solve their problems.  Even worse, it can 
enable people and de-incentivize them to get the help they really need.  For 
these good reasons, I don’t always help.  It may be sensible in most cases 
to avoid giving hand-outs, but we are challenged by God’s word not to leave 
it at that.  God’s word pushes us to ask the next question.  If handing out 
pocket change isn’t the most effective way to love and help my neighbor, 
then what is?  What can be done and what is it that you are calling me to do 
to help?  Of course, it’s easier not to ask these questions, and when we do, 
it can be difficult to discern the answer.    Homelessness and the need for 
affordable housing are complex problems that don’t stand alone.  There are 
layers of issues, and people have different convictions about what is the best 
way to help.  The important thing is that we do ask the questions and that we 
do ask the Holy Spirit to help us ask the questions honestly and to respond 
faithfully to the guidance and answers that he provides.  When we do this, 
we may be surprised at how the Spirit leads us.  The story of the Presbyterian 
Church of Astoria in Queens, NY is a wonderful illustration of how God leads 
and empowers His people to meet needs in the community when they are 
asking, “How, Lord?” and when they are willing to follow Jesus however he 
leads.  



The church was organized in 1846 and built it’s building in 1922.  Like 
lots of Presbyterian Churches, the church had its peak attendance during the 
50’s and afterwards began a slow decline.  By the early 2000’s the 
neighborhood had changed, the membership had shrunk to about 50 people, 
and the cost of maintaining the building was becoming an impossible 
burden.  When they realized that it was going to cost between $1 and $3 
million dollars to save their building, the church realized that they were going 
to have to make some big decisions, so the session gave their pastor at the 
time the power to start looking at options.   

The story becomes interesting at this point because the pastor began 
to explore options for the future by going to the community and asking what 
their needs were and what they might like to see happen with the church 
property.  Here he learned that there was a need in their community for 
affordable housing so he went back to the church and asked for permission 
to do a study to see if it would be possible to put some sort of affordable 
housing on the church’s property.  The church didn’t want to lose the 
building, but they did want to serve their community.  At the same time, 
commercial real estate developers were telling them that it wasn’t worth it to 
them to develop only a portion of the property.  They wanted it all and they 
wanted the church to take their money and get out.  

The pastor continued to do some research at that point and discovered 
an old zoning law that had been written during the era of the Great 
Depression that was still in effect.  The law said that the church could build 
a larger building on their property if it was a “senior domiciliary” which means 
affordable housing for senior citizens.  The law was written at a time when 
seniors without pensions or any other form of income were struggling to 
support themselves.  The pastor recognized that people in their community 
were in the same situation all these years later and remembering his initial 
conversations with city representatives he knew that affordable housing for 
seniors was exactly what their neighborhood and city needed.   

After a few other providential events that the pastor recognized as 
God’s hand guiding them toward building the apartments, he went back to 
the church and the presbytery and said, “Listen, we have a sanctuary that 
seats 500 people and there are only about 50 of us.  This isn’t good 
stewardship.  God has put us here for a reason.”  Some in the congregation 
were against the idea of replacing their historic church building with an 
apartment building, and there was conflict, but ultimately a majority voted to 
build a new building that would house 100 seniors.  The community board 
said that it believed 4000 people would apply to live in the building.  The 
pastor said, “Presbyteries are overwhelmed by all these churches that just 



want to survive.  But Jesus said, ‘those who want to save their life will lose 
it, those who lose their life for the sake of the gospel will save it.’  The majority 
of us decided we would take that quite literally.”  (Seebeck, Paul.  “Finding 
Vision for the Future by Discerning the Past.” 
www.pcusa.org/smallchurch).   I came across this story several years ago, 
when all of the decisions had been made but nothing had happened yet, but 
today, the historic building is gone, and it has been replaced with the 
apartment building for seniors.  On their church website it says, “After selling 
its buildings in 2005 to make way for affordable senior housing, Astoria First 
has been reborn. The community is now vibrant, diverse, and steadily 
growing.” 

Of course what happened at that church isn’t necessarily the model for 
all churches, but I love the story and I told it today because it reminds us that 
sometimes God does some really amazing and unexpected things. God’s 
people don’t turn away from a problem because it doesn’t feel urgent to them, 
or because they’re not sure what to do,  or because they don’t think they can 
do something that will make a real difference and when, instead, they persist 
in asking “Lord, what do you want me to do?” and then they do it - maybe 
not because they are sure of themselves but because they are walking by 
faith.   

If you are inspired by this story and you want to look harder at the 
problem of homelessness in our city, there is actually good news in 
Jacksonville on this issue.  In the last 10 years, the coordinated efforts of 
several agencies working to eliminate homelessness in Jacksonville have 
resulted in a 32% reduction in homelessness compared to the national 
reduction average of 10 percent.  This local success includes an 82 percent 
reduction in homeless veterans, a 46 percent reduction in homeless families 
and a 60 percent reduction in the chronically homeless.  There is still work 
to do, though. More community support is needed and creating more 
affordable housing options is one of the greatest needs.  You can learn more 
about what has been done and what still needs to be done in our city, by 
looking up and reading the 2020 Jacksonville Homelessness Report that you 
can find on the United Way of NE Fl webpage.  In addition to looking at this 
resource, though, our Outreach Ministry has come up with another way to 
take a step of faith and to take action when it comes to helping the homeless, 
and I want to tell you about that now.    

 Over the past three weeks, members of the ministry have been 
leading us to ask the question, “What can I do to help?  How can I be an 
everyday saint?”  As Chuck Martin mentioned two weeks ago, most all social 
workers agree that in those situations when we come across a homeless 



person asking for help the best thing to do is to get them to a shelter so they 
can help solve the problem holistically.  They can help the person not just 
with housing, but also medical care and job training they may need. 
  In the spirit of being part of the solution to homelessness, our Outreach 
Ministry has come up with a simple plan that they hope we will be able to 
embrace.  Simply stated it’s to show empathy for what they are going 
through, and ask the question, “Do you need food or shelter?” If the answer 
is yes, then you can hand them these directions which are in your 
bulletin.  Keep a few copies of these directions in the side pocket of the car 
door so they are readily available. Between the Clara White Mission and the 
Sulzbacher Center, they can get three meals a day and an array of services 
to help them. There is also an information sheet about this program that will 
be good to review. 

The key to this exchange is sincere empathy.  Maintain eye contact 
and speak sincerely, and one of two things will happen.  They’ll take the 
directions and thank you, or they will decline them.  And with either response, 
we can be at peace knowing that in that moment we took the right step to 
help solve the problem.  

Now, if you are in Mandarin when this happens, that’s a pretty long 
haul to get downtown if you don’t have a car.  To overcome that, we have a 
possible solution and that is to offer them a one-day bus pass.  Will the bus 
pass work?  We aren’t sure…  To find out, we need your help.   The plan 
was to have a limited number of passes available today, but the passes won’t 
be available until next Sunday because we are finishing the approval process 
to get bulk discounts from JTA.  Once we get feedback on the effectiveness 
of the bus-pass over the next few months, we can then take steps to 
formalize how we distribute the bus passes going forward.   
  We don’t know how all of this will work out, but we don’t have to know 
what the outcome will be before we can step out and take action.  That is 
where our faith comes in.  What we do know is that God cares for our 
homeless neighbors and that God calls us to love them.  Amen.    
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Throughout the year there are days that have been set apart on our 

denominational church calendar for celebrating particular gifts that God has 
given to the church, and for recognizing special ministries, and for calling our 
attention to certain needs in our communities and in the world.  One of those 
days is Hunger and Homelessness Sunday.  Today is not the day that our 
denomination has designated for focusing on homelessness, but it is the day 
that we are choosing to focus on it in our church and there are a few reasons 
why that is.   

For one thing, we are in Lent and traditionally the church has 
emphasized the spiritual disciplines of prayer, fasting, and almsgiving during 
this season.  Considering those who might be in need of our giving and 
generosity seems appropriate then, during a season in which we are 
encouraged to practice generosity toward the poor.   

A second reason is because many of us have the luxury of being able 
to put the issue of homelessness on the back burner of our minds.  We are 
aware that people are homeless, but when a problem isn’t my personal 
problem at a given moment, I don’t necessarily feel a sense of urgency about 
it and that can translate into inaction.  Taking some time this morning to talk 
about homelessness gives us an opportunity then to bring the issue off of 
the back burner to the front of our minds, and maybe if we look with fresh 
eyes we will feel inspired or challenged to take some action.  

And finally, a third reason for designating today as a day to focus on 
homelessness is because our Outreach Ministry has come up with a practical 
plan and tool for us to use when we encounter homeless people who ask for 
our help, and as a way to prepare ourselves to participate in this project, it 
felt like it would be helpful to talk about the issue and to listen to what God 
has to say to us about it.   

We listened to two passages of Scripture this morning.  The first was 
from the book of Isaiah and in the Scripture, we hear both God’s concern for 
the poor and God’s expectations of His people.  Isaiah is trying to get the 
people’s attention and awaken them from complacency.  They were going 
through the motions of being religious, but their actions, or lack of actions on 
behalf of the vulnerable in particular, proved that their hearts were actually 
far from God.  In the passage from James, we heard a similar theme.  Faith 
without deeds is dead, he says, and as an example he says if you see 



someone in need and you wish them well but don’t do anything to help meet 
the need, it reveals a lack of genuine faith.  These are not unfamiliar 
passages of Scripture for many of us, and I expect that lots of you can tell 
stories about how you have helped people with their needs because you take 
these words and all of God’s words seriously.  What I also expect, though, is 
that lots of us have probably had times when these words rang in our heads 
at the same time that we were avoiding eye contact with a homeless person 
who wanted our attention or when we knew we had some cash in our pocket 
but said to the man or woman who was asking, “I don’t have any cash with 
me.”  Maybe that’s just me, but when that happens to me, I have to ask 
myself what does this mean?  I know that God sees and cares for this person 
that I am avoiding eye contact with so why am I avoiding the person?  And I 
know that faith and love find expression in my actions so why am I holding 
on to $3 that I could afford to give away?   

If I’m honest, I have to admit that sometimes it is a matter of 
selfishness.  I don’t want to be bothered or inconvenienced and, frankly, 
sometimes I kind of resent that I can’t just sit at an intersection or walk into 
a grocery store without someone imposing on me.  It’s not always this 
though.  It is true that there are scammers out there, and it is also true that 
at best giving someone a few dollars may provide them with some sort of 
temporary comfort, but it doesn’t solve their problems.  Even worse, it can 
enable people and de-incentivize them to get the help they really need.  For 
these good reasons, I don’t always help.  It may be sensible in most cases 
to avoid giving hand-outs, but we are challenged by God’s word not to leave 
it at that.  God’s word pushes us to ask the next question.  If handing out 
pocket change isn’t the most effective way to love and help my neighbor, 
then what is?  What can be done and what is it that you are calling me to do 
to help?  Of course, it’s easier not to ask these questions, and when we do, 
it can be difficult to discern the answer.    Homelessness and the need for 
affordable housing are complex problems that don’t stand alone.  There are 
layers of issues, and people have different convictions about what is the best 
way to help.  The important thing is that we do ask the questions and that we 
do ask the Holy Spirit to help us ask the questions honestly and to respond 
faithfully to the guidance and answers that he provides.  When we do this, 
we may be surprised at how the Spirit leads us.  The story of the Presbyterian 
Church of Astoria in Queens, NY is a wonderful illustration of how God leads 
and empowers His people to meet needs in the community when they are 
asking, “How, Lord?” and when they are willing to follow Jesus however he 
leads.  



The church was organized in 1846 and built it’s building in 1922.  Like 
lots of Presbyterian Churches, the church had its peak attendance during the 
50’s and afterwards began a slow decline.  By the early 2000’s the 
neighborhood had changed, the membership had shrunk to about 50 people, 
and the cost of maintaining the building was becoming an impossible 
burden.  When they realized that it was going to cost between $1 and $3 
million dollars to save their building, the church realized that they were going 
to have to make some big decisions, so the session gave their pastor at the 
time the power to start looking at options.   

The story becomes interesting at this point because the pastor began 
to explore options for the future by going to the community and asking what 
their needs were and what they might like to see happen with the church 
property.  Here he learned that there was a need in their community for 
affordable housing so he went back to the church and asked for permission 
to do a study to see if it would be possible to put some sort of affordable 
housing on the church’s property.  The church didn’t want to lose the 
building, but they did want to serve their community.  At the same time, 
commercial real estate developers were telling them that it wasn’t worth it to 
them to develop only a portion of the property.  They wanted it all and they 
wanted the church to take their money and get out.  

The pastor continued to do some research at that point and discovered 
an old zoning law that had been written during the era of the Great 
Depression that was still in effect.  The law said that the church could build 
a larger building on their property if it was a “senior domiciliary” which means 
affordable housing for senior citizens.  The law was written at a time when 
seniors without pensions or any other form of income were struggling to 
support themselves.  The pastor recognized that people in their community 
were in the same situation all these years later and remembering his initial 
conversations with city representatives he knew that affordable housing for 
seniors was exactly what their neighborhood and city needed.   

After a few other providential events that the pastor recognized as 
God’s hand guiding them toward building the apartments, he went back to 
the church and the presbytery and said, “Listen, we have a sanctuary that 
seats 500 people and there are only about 50 of us.  This isn’t good 
stewardship.  God has put us here for a reason.”  Some in the congregation 
were against the idea of replacing their historic church building with an 
apartment building, and there was conflict, but ultimately a majority voted to 
build a new building that would house 100 seniors.  The community board 
said that it believed 4000 people would apply to live in the building.  The 
pastor said, “Presbyteries are overwhelmed by all these churches that just 



want to survive.  But Jesus said, ‘those who want to save their life will lose 
it, those who lose their life for the sake of the gospel will save it.’  The majority 
of us decided we would take that quite literally.”  (Seebeck, Paul.  “Finding 
Vision for the Future by Discerning the Past.” 
www.pcusa.org/smallchurch).   I came across this story several years ago, 
when all of the decisions had been made but nothing had happened yet, but 
today, the historic building is gone, and it has been replaced with the 
apartment building for seniors.  On their church website it says, “After selling 
its buildings in 2005 to make way for affordable senior housing, Astoria First 
has been reborn. The community is now vibrant, diverse, and steadily 
growing.” 

Of course what happened at that church isn’t necessarily the model for 
all churches, but I love the story and I told it today because it reminds us that 
sometimes God does some really amazing and unexpected things. God’s 
people don’t turn away from a problem because it doesn’t feel urgent to them, 
or because they’re not sure what to do,  or because they don’t think they can 
do something that will make a real difference and when, instead, they persist 
in asking “Lord, what do you want me to do?” and then they do it - maybe 
not because they are sure of themselves but because they are walking by 
faith.   

If you are inspired by this story and you want to look harder at the 
problem of homelessness in our city, there is actually good news in 
Jacksonville on this issue.  In the last 10 years, the coordinated efforts of 
several agencies working to eliminate homelessness in Jacksonville have 
resulted in a 32% reduction in homelessness compared to the national 
reduction average of 10 percent.  This local success includes an 82 percent 
reduction in homeless veterans, a 46 percent reduction in homeless families 
and a 60 percent reduction in the chronically homeless.  There is still work 
to do, though. More community support is needed and creating more 
affordable housing options is one of the greatest needs.  You can learn more 
about what has been done and what still needs to be done in our city, by 
looking up and reading the 2020 Jacksonville Homelessness Report that you 
can find on the United Way of NE Fl webpage.  In addition to looking at this 
resource, though, our Outreach Ministry has come up with another way to 
take a step of faith and to take action when it comes to helping the homeless, 
and I want to tell you about that now.    

 Over the past three weeks, members of the ministry have been 
leading us to ask the question, “What can I do to help?  How can I be an 
everyday saint?”  As Chuck Martin mentioned two weeks ago, most all social 
workers agree that in those situations when we come across a homeless 



person asking for help the best thing to do is to get them to a shelter so they 
can help solve the problem holistically.  They can help the person not just 
with housing, but also medical care and job training they may need. 
  In the spirit of being part of the solution to homelessness, our Outreach 
Ministry has come up with a simple plan that they hope we will be able to 
embrace.  Simply stated it’s to show empathy for what they are going 
through, and ask the question, “Do you need food or shelter?” If the answer 
is yes, then you can hand them these directions which are in your 
bulletin.  Keep a few copies of these directions in the side pocket of the car 
door so they are readily available. Between the Clara White Mission and the 
Sulzbacher Center, they can get three meals a day and an array of services 
to help them. There is also an information sheet about this program that will 
be good to review. 

The key to this exchange is sincere empathy.  Maintain eye contact 
and speak sincerely, and one of two things will happen.  They’ll take the 
directions and thank you, or they will decline them.  And with either response, 
we can be at peace knowing that in that moment we took the right step to 
help solve the problem.  

Now, if you are in Mandarin when this happens, that’s a pretty long 
haul to get downtown if you don’t have a car.  To overcome that, we have a 
possible solution and that is to offer them a one-day bus pass.  Will the bus 
pass work?  We aren’t sure…  To find out, we need your help.   The plan 
was to have a limited number of passes available today, but the passes won’t 
be available until next Sunday because we are finishing the approval process 
to get bulk discounts from JTA.  Once we get feedback on the effectiveness 
of the bus-pass over the next few months, we can then take steps to 
formalize how we distribute the bus passes going forward.   
  We don’t know how all of this will work out, but we don’t have to know 
what the outcome will be before we can step out and take action.  That is 
where our faith comes in.  What we do know is that God cares for our 
homeless neighbors and that God calls us to love them.  Amen.    
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Throughout the year there are days that have been set apart on our 

denominational church calendar for celebrating particular gifts that God has 
given to the church, and for recognizing special ministries, and for calling our 
attention to certain needs in our communities and in the world.  One of those 
days is Hunger and Homelessness Sunday.  Today is not the day that our 
denomination has designated for focusing on homelessness, but it is the day 
that we are choosing to focus on it in our church and there are a few reasons 
why that is.   

For one thing, we are in Lent and traditionally the church has 
emphasized the spiritual disciplines of prayer, fasting, and almsgiving during 
this season.  Considering those who might be in need of our giving and 
generosity seems appropriate then, during a season in which we are 
encouraged to practice generosity toward the poor.   

A second reason is because many of us have the luxury of being able 
to put the issue of homelessness on the back burner of our minds.  We are 
aware that people are homeless, but when a problem isn’t my personal 
problem at a given moment, I don’t necessarily feel a sense of urgency about 
it and that can translate into inaction.  Taking some time this morning to talk 
about homelessness gives us an opportunity then to bring the issue off of 
the back burner to the front of our minds, and maybe if we look with fresh 
eyes we will feel inspired or challenged to take some action.  

And finally, a third reason for designating today as a day to focus on 
homelessness is because our Outreach Ministry has come up with a practical 
plan and tool for us to use when we encounter homeless people who ask for 
our help, and as a way to prepare ourselves to participate in this project, it 
felt like it would be helpful to talk about the issue and to listen to what God 
has to say to us about it.   

We listened to two passages of Scripture this morning.  The first was 
from the book of Isaiah and in the Scripture, we hear both God’s concern for 
the poor and God’s expectations of His people.  Isaiah is trying to get the 
people’s attention and awaken them from complacency.  They were going 
through the motions of being religious, but their actions, or lack of actions on 
behalf of the vulnerable in particular, proved that their hearts were actually 
far from God.  In the passage from James, we heard a similar theme.  Faith 
without deeds is dead, he says, and as an example he says if you see 



someone in need and you wish them well but don’t do anything to help meet 
the need, it reveals a lack of genuine faith.  These are not unfamiliar 
passages of Scripture for many of us, and I expect that lots of you can tell 
stories about how you have helped people with their needs because you take 
these words and all of God’s words seriously.  What I also expect, though, is 
that lots of us have probably had times when these words rang in our heads 
at the same time that we were avoiding eye contact with a homeless person 
who wanted our attention or when we knew we had some cash in our pocket 
but said to the man or woman who was asking, “I don’t have any cash with 
me.”  Maybe that’s just me, but when that happens to me, I have to ask 
myself what does this mean?  I know that God sees and cares for this person 
that I am avoiding eye contact with so why am I avoiding the person?  And I 
know that faith and love find expression in my actions so why am I holding 
on to $3 that I could afford to give away?   

If I’m honest, I have to admit that sometimes it is a matter of 
selfishness.  I don’t want to be bothered or inconvenienced and, frankly, 
sometimes I kind of resent that I can’t just sit at an intersection or walk into 
a grocery store without someone imposing on me.  It’s not always this 
though.  It is true that there are scammers out there, and it is also true that 
at best giving someone a few dollars may provide them with some sort of 
temporary comfort, but it doesn’t solve their problems.  Even worse, it can 
enable people and de-incentivize them to get the help they really need.  For 
these good reasons, I don’t always help.  It may be sensible in most cases 
to avoid giving hand-outs, but we are challenged by God’s word not to leave 
it at that.  God’s word pushes us to ask the next question.  If handing out 
pocket change isn’t the most effective way to love and help my neighbor, 
then what is?  What can be done and what is it that you are calling me to do 
to help?  Of course, it’s easier not to ask these questions, and when we do, 
it can be difficult to discern the answer.    Homelessness and the need for 
affordable housing are complex problems that don’t stand alone.  There are 
layers of issues, and people have different convictions about what is the best 
way to help.  The important thing is that we do ask the questions and that we 
do ask the Holy Spirit to help us ask the questions honestly and to respond 
faithfully to the guidance and answers that he provides.  When we do this, 
we may be surprised at how the Spirit leads us.  The story of the Presbyterian 
Church of Astoria in Queens, NY is a wonderful illustration of how God leads 
and empowers His people to meet needs in the community when they are 
asking, “How, Lord?” and when they are willing to follow Jesus however he 
leads.  



The church was organized in 1846 and built it’s building in 1922.  Like 
lots of Presbyterian Churches, the church had its peak attendance during the 
50’s and afterwards began a slow decline.  By the early 2000’s the 
neighborhood had changed, the membership had shrunk to about 50 people, 
and the cost of maintaining the building was becoming an impossible 
burden.  When they realized that it was going to cost between $1 and $3 
million dollars to save their building, the church realized that they were going 
to have to make some big decisions, so the session gave their pastor at the 
time the power to start looking at options.   

The story becomes interesting at this point because the pastor began 
to explore options for the future by going to the community and asking what 
their needs were and what they might like to see happen with the church 
property.  Here he learned that there was a need in their community for 
affordable housing so he went back to the church and asked for permission 
to do a study to see if it would be possible to put some sort of affordable 
housing on the church’s property.  The church didn’t want to lose the 
building, but they did want to serve their community.  At the same time, 
commercial real estate developers were telling them that it wasn’t worth it to 
them to develop only a portion of the property.  They wanted it all and they 
wanted the church to take their money and get out.  

The pastor continued to do some research at that point and discovered 
an old zoning law that had been written during the era of the Great 
Depression that was still in effect.  The law said that the church could build 
a larger building on their property if it was a “senior domiciliary” which means 
affordable housing for senior citizens.  The law was written at a time when 
seniors without pensions or any other form of income were struggling to 
support themselves.  The pastor recognized that people in their community 
were in the same situation all these years later and remembering his initial 
conversations with city representatives he knew that affordable housing for 
seniors was exactly what their neighborhood and city needed.   

After a few other providential events that the pastor recognized as 
God’s hand guiding them toward building the apartments, he went back to 
the church and the presbytery and said, “Listen, we have a sanctuary that 
seats 500 people and there are only about 50 of us.  This isn’t good 
stewardship.  God has put us here for a reason.”  Some in the congregation 
were against the idea of replacing their historic church building with an 
apartment building, and there was conflict, but ultimately a majority voted to 
build a new building that would house 100 seniors.  The community board 
said that it believed 4000 people would apply to live in the building.  The 
pastor said, “Presbyteries are overwhelmed by all these churches that just 



want to survive.  But Jesus said, ‘those who want to save their life will lose 
it, those who lose their life for the sake of the gospel will save it.’  The majority 
of us decided we would take that quite literally.”  (Seebeck, Paul.  “Finding 
Vision for the Future by Discerning the Past.” 
www.pcusa.org/smallchurch).   I came across this story several years ago, 
when all of the decisions had been made but nothing had happened yet, but 
today, the historic building is gone, and it has been replaced with the 
apartment building for seniors.  On their church website it says, “After selling 
its buildings in 2005 to make way for affordable senior housing, Astoria First 
has been reborn. The community is now vibrant, diverse, and steadily 
growing.” 

Of course what happened at that church isn’t necessarily the model for 
all churches, but I love the story and I told it today because it reminds us that 
sometimes God does some really amazing and unexpected things. God’s 
people don’t turn away from a problem because it doesn’t feel urgent to them, 
or because they’re not sure what to do,  or because they don’t think they can 
do something that will make a real difference and when, instead, they persist 
in asking “Lord, what do you want me to do?” and then they do it - maybe 
not because they are sure of themselves but because they are walking by 
faith.   

If you are inspired by this story and you want to look harder at the 
problem of homelessness in our city, there is actually good news in 
Jacksonville on this issue.  In the last 10 years, the coordinated efforts of 
several agencies working to eliminate homelessness in Jacksonville have 
resulted in a 32% reduction in homelessness compared to the national 
reduction average of 10 percent.  This local success includes an 82 percent 
reduction in homeless veterans, a 46 percent reduction in homeless families 
and a 60 percent reduction in the chronically homeless.  There is still work 
to do, though. More community support is needed and creating more 
affordable housing options is one of the greatest needs.  You can learn more 
about what has been done and what still needs to be done in our city, by 
looking up and reading the 2020 Jacksonville Homelessness Report that you 
can find on the United Way of NE Fl webpage.  In addition to looking at this 
resource, though, our Outreach Ministry has come up with another way to 
take a step of faith and to take action when it comes to helping the homeless, 
and I want to tell you about that now.    

 Over the past three weeks, members of the ministry have been 
leading us to ask the question, “What can I do to help?  How can I be an 
everyday saint?”  As Chuck Martin mentioned two weeks ago, most all social 
workers agree that in those situations when we come across a homeless 



person asking for help the best thing to do is to get them to a shelter so they 
can help solve the problem holistically.  They can help the person not just 
with housing, but also medical care and job training they may need. 
  In the spirit of being part of the solution to homelessness, our Outreach 
Ministry has come up with a simple plan that they hope we will be able to 
embrace.  Simply stated it’s to show empathy for what they are going 
through, and ask the question, “Do you need food or shelter?” If the answer 
is yes, then you can hand them these directions which are in your 
bulletin.  Keep a few copies of these directions in the side pocket of the car 
door so they are readily available. Between the Clara White Mission and the 
Sulzbacher Center, they can get three meals a day and an array of services 
to help them. There is also an information sheet about this program that will 
be good to review. 

The key to this exchange is sincere empathy.  Maintain eye contact 
and speak sincerely, and one of two things will happen.  They’ll take the 
directions and thank you, or they will decline them.  And with either response, 
we can be at peace knowing that in that moment we took the right step to 
help solve the problem.  

Now, if you are in Mandarin when this happens, that’s a pretty long 
haul to get downtown if you don’t have a car.  To overcome that, we have a 
possible solution and that is to offer them a one-day bus pass.  Will the bus 
pass work?  We aren’t sure…  To find out, we need your help.   The plan 
was to have a limited number of passes available today, but the passes won’t 
be available until next Sunday because we are finishing the approval process 
to get bulk discounts from JTA.  Once we get feedback on the effectiveness 
of the bus-pass over the next few months, we can then take steps to 
formalize how we distribute the bus passes going forward.   
  We don’t know how all of this will work out, but we don’t have to know 
what the outcome will be before we can step out and take action.  That is 
where our faith comes in.  What we do know is that God cares for our 
homeless neighbors and that God calls us to love them.  Amen.    
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Throughout the year there are days that have been set apart on our 

denominational church calendar for celebrating particular gifts that God has 
given to the church, and for recognizing special ministries, and for calling our 
attention to certain needs in our communities and in the world.  One of those 
days is Hunger and Homelessness Sunday.  Today is not the day that our 
denomination has designated for focusing on homelessness, but it is the day 
that we are choosing to focus on it in our church and there are a few reasons 
why that is.   

For one thing, we are in Lent and traditionally the church has 
emphasized the spiritual disciplines of prayer, fasting, and almsgiving during 
this season.  Considering those who might be in need of our giving and 
generosity seems appropriate then, during a season in which we are 
encouraged to practice generosity toward the poor.   

A second reason is because many of us have the luxury of being able 
to put the issue of homelessness on the back burner of our minds.  We are 
aware that people are homeless, but when a problem isn’t my personal 
problem at a given moment, I don’t necessarily feel a sense of urgency about 
it and that can translate into inaction.  Taking some time this morning to talk 
about homelessness gives us an opportunity then to bring the issue off of 
the back burner to the front of our minds, and maybe if we look with fresh 
eyes we will feel inspired or challenged to take some action.  

And finally, a third reason for designating today as a day to focus on 
homelessness is because our Outreach Ministry has come up with a practical 
plan and tool for us to use when we encounter homeless people who ask for 
our help, and as a way to prepare ourselves to participate in this project, it 
felt like it would be helpful to talk about the issue and to listen to what God 
has to say to us about it.   

We listened to two passages of Scripture this morning.  The first was 
from the book of Isaiah and in the Scripture, we hear both God’s concern for 
the poor and God’s expectations of His people.  Isaiah is trying to get the 
people’s attention and awaken them from complacency.  They were going 
through the motions of being religious, but their actions, or lack of actions on 
behalf of the vulnerable in particular, proved that their hearts were actually 
far from God.  In the passage from James, we heard a similar theme.  Faith 
without deeds is dead, he says, and as an example he says if you see 



someone in need and you wish them well but don’t do anything to help meet 
the need, it reveals a lack of genuine faith.  These are not unfamiliar 
passages of Scripture for many of us, and I expect that lots of you can tell 
stories about how you have helped people with their needs because you take 
these words and all of God’s words seriously.  What I also expect, though, is 
that lots of us have probably had times when these words rang in our heads 
at the same time that we were avoiding eye contact with a homeless person 
who wanted our attention or when we knew we had some cash in our pocket 
but said to the man or woman who was asking, “I don’t have any cash with 
me.”  Maybe that’s just me, but when that happens to me, I have to ask 
myself what does this mean?  I know that God sees and cares for this person 
that I am avoiding eye contact with so why am I avoiding the person?  And I 
know that faith and love find expression in my actions so why am I holding 
on to $3 that I could afford to give away?   

If I’m honest, I have to admit that sometimes it is a matter of 
selfishness.  I don’t want to be bothered or inconvenienced and, frankly, 
sometimes I kind of resent that I can’t just sit at an intersection or walk into 
a grocery store without someone imposing on me.  It’s not always this 
though.  It is true that there are scammers out there, and it is also true that 
at best giving someone a few dollars may provide them with some sort of 
temporary comfort, but it doesn’t solve their problems.  Even worse, it can 
enable people and de-incentivize them to get the help they really need.  For 
these good reasons, I don’t always help.  It may be sensible in most cases 
to avoid giving hand-outs, but we are challenged by God’s word not to leave 
it at that.  God’s word pushes us to ask the next question.  If handing out 
pocket change isn’t the most effective way to love and help my neighbor, 
then what is?  What can be done and what is it that you are calling me to do 
to help?  Of course, it’s easier not to ask these questions, and when we do, 
it can be difficult to discern the answer.    Homelessness and the need for 
affordable housing are complex problems that don’t stand alone.  There are 
layers of issues, and people have different convictions about what is the best 
way to help.  The important thing is that we do ask the questions and that we 
do ask the Holy Spirit to help us ask the questions honestly and to respond 
faithfully to the guidance and answers that he provides.  When we do this, 
we may be surprised at how the Spirit leads us.  The story of the Presbyterian 
Church of Astoria in Queens, NY is a wonderful illustration of how God leads 
and empowers His people to meet needs in the community when they are 
asking, “How, Lord?” and when they are willing to follow Jesus however he 
leads.  



The church was organized in 1846 and built it’s building in 1922.  Like 
lots of Presbyterian Churches, the church had its peak attendance during the 
50’s and afterwards began a slow decline.  By the early 2000’s the 
neighborhood had changed, the membership had shrunk to about 50 people, 
and the cost of maintaining the building was becoming an impossible 
burden.  When they realized that it was going to cost between $1 and $3 
million dollars to save their building, the church realized that they were going 
to have to make some big decisions, so the session gave their pastor at the 
time the power to start looking at options.   

The story becomes interesting at this point because the pastor began 
to explore options for the future by going to the community and asking what 
their needs were and what they might like to see happen with the church 
property.  Here he learned that there was a need in their community for 
affordable housing so he went back to the church and asked for permission 
to do a study to see if it would be possible to put some sort of affordable 
housing on the church’s property.  The church didn’t want to lose the 
building, but they did want to serve their community.  At the same time, 
commercial real estate developers were telling them that it wasn’t worth it to 
them to develop only a portion of the property.  They wanted it all and they 
wanted the church to take their money and get out.  

The pastor continued to do some research at that point and discovered 
an old zoning law that had been written during the era of the Great 
Depression that was still in effect.  The law said that the church could build 
a larger building on their property if it was a “senior domiciliary” which means 
affordable housing for senior citizens.  The law was written at a time when 
seniors without pensions or any other form of income were struggling to 
support themselves.  The pastor recognized that people in their community 
were in the same situation all these years later and remembering his initial 
conversations with city representatives he knew that affordable housing for 
seniors was exactly what their neighborhood and city needed.   

After a few other providential events that the pastor recognized as 
God’s hand guiding them toward building the apartments, he went back to 
the church and the presbytery and said, “Listen, we have a sanctuary that 
seats 500 people and there are only about 50 of us.  This isn’t good 
stewardship.  God has put us here for a reason.”  Some in the congregation 
were against the idea of replacing their historic church building with an 
apartment building, and there was conflict, but ultimately a majority voted to 
build a new building that would house 100 seniors.  The community board 
said that it believed 4000 people would apply to live in the building.  The 
pastor said, “Presbyteries are overwhelmed by all these churches that just 



want to survive.  But Jesus said, ‘those who want to save their life will lose 
it, those who lose their life for the sake of the gospel will save it.’  The majority 
of us decided we would take that quite literally.”  (Seebeck, Paul.  “Finding 
Vision for the Future by Discerning the Past.” 
www.pcusa.org/smallchurch).   I came across this story several years ago, 
when all of the decisions had been made but nothing had happened yet, but 
today, the historic building is gone, and it has been replaced with the 
apartment building for seniors.  On their church website it says, “After selling 
its buildings in 2005 to make way for affordable senior housing, Astoria First 
has been reborn. The community is now vibrant, diverse, and steadily 
growing.” 

Of course what happened at that church isn’t necessarily the model for 
all churches, but I love the story and I told it today because it reminds us that 
sometimes God does some really amazing and unexpected things. God’s 
people don’t turn away from a problem because it doesn’t feel urgent to them, 
or because they’re not sure what to do,  or because they don’t think they can 
do something that will make a real difference and when, instead, they persist 
in asking “Lord, what do you want me to do?” and then they do it - maybe 
not because they are sure of themselves but because they are walking by 
faith.   

If you are inspired by this story and you want to look harder at the 
problem of homelessness in our city, there is actually good news in 
Jacksonville on this issue.  In the last 10 years, the coordinated efforts of 
several agencies working to eliminate homelessness in Jacksonville have 
resulted in a 32% reduction in homelessness compared to the national 
reduction average of 10 percent.  This local success includes an 82 percent 
reduction in homeless veterans, a 46 percent reduction in homeless families 
and a 60 percent reduction in the chronically homeless.  There is still work 
to do, though. More community support is needed and creating more 
affordable housing options is one of the greatest needs.  You can learn more 
about what has been done and what still needs to be done in our city, by 
looking up and reading the 2020 Jacksonville Homelessness Report that you 
can find on the United Way of NE Fl webpage.  In addition to looking at this 
resource, though, our Outreach Ministry has come up with another way to 
take a step of faith and to take action when it comes to helping the homeless, 
and I want to tell you about that now.    

 Over the past three weeks, members of the ministry have been 
leading us to ask the question, “What can I do to help?  How can I be an 
everyday saint?”  As Chuck Martin mentioned two weeks ago, most all social 
workers agree that in those situations when we come across a homeless 



person asking for help the best thing to do is to get them to a shelter so they 
can help solve the problem holistically.  They can help the person not just 
with housing, but also medical care and job training they may need. 
  In the spirit of being part of the solution to homelessness, our Outreach 
Ministry has come up with a simple plan that they hope we will be able to 
embrace.  Simply stated it’s to show empathy for what they are going 
through, and ask the question, “Do you need food or shelter?” If the answer 
is yes, then you can hand them these directions which are in your 
bulletin.  Keep a few copies of these directions in the side pocket of the car 
door so they are readily available. Between the Clara White Mission and the 
Sulzbacher Center, they can get three meals a day and an array of services 
to help them. There is also an information sheet about this program that will 
be good to review. 

The key to this exchange is sincere empathy.  Maintain eye contact 
and speak sincerely, and one of two things will happen.  They’ll take the 
directions and thank you, or they will decline them.  And with either response, 
we can be at peace knowing that in that moment we took the right step to 
help solve the problem.  

Now, if you are in Mandarin when this happens, that’s a pretty long 
haul to get downtown if you don’t have a car.  To overcome that, we have a 
possible solution and that is to offer them a one-day bus pass.  Will the bus 
pass work?  We aren’t sure…  To find out, we need your help.   The plan 
was to have a limited number of passes available today, but the passes won’t 
be available until next Sunday because we are finishing the approval process 
to get bulk discounts from JTA.  Once we get feedback on the effectiveness 
of the bus-pass over the next few months, we can then take steps to 
formalize how we distribute the bus passes going forward.   
  We don’t know how all of this will work out, but we don’t have to know 
what the outcome will be before we can step out and take action.  That is 
where our faith comes in.  What we do know is that God cares for our 
homeless neighbors and that God calls us to love them.  Amen.    
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Throughout the year there are days that have been set apart on our 

denominational church calendar for celebrating particular gifts that God has 
given to the church, and for recognizing special ministries, and for calling our 
attention to certain needs in our communities and in the world.  One of those 
days is Hunger and Homelessness Sunday.  Today is not the day that our 
denomination has designated for focusing on homelessness, but it is the day 
that we are choosing to focus on it in our church and there are a few reasons 
why that is.   

For one thing, we are in Lent and traditionally the church has 
emphasized the spiritual disciplines of prayer, fasting, and almsgiving during 
this season.  Considering those who might be in need of our giving and 
generosity seems appropriate then, during a season in which we are 
encouraged to practice generosity toward the poor.   

A second reason is because many of us have the luxury of being able 
to put the issue of homelessness on the back burner of our minds.  We are 
aware that people are homeless, but when a problem isn’t my personal 
problem at a given moment, I don’t necessarily feel a sense of urgency about 
it and that can translate into inaction.  Taking some time this morning to talk 
about homelessness gives us an opportunity then to bring the issue off of 
the back burner to the front of our minds, and maybe if we look with fresh 
eyes we will feel inspired or challenged to take some action.  

And finally, a third reason for designating today as a day to focus on 
homelessness is because our Outreach Ministry has come up with a practical 
plan and tool for us to use when we encounter homeless people who ask for 
our help, and as a way to prepare ourselves to participate in this project, it 
felt like it would be helpful to talk about the issue and to listen to what God 
has to say to us about it.   

We listened to two passages of Scripture this morning.  The first was 
from the book of Isaiah and in the Scripture, we hear both God’s concern for 
the poor and God’s expectations of His people.  Isaiah is trying to get the 
people’s attention and awaken them from complacency.  They were going 
through the motions of being religious, but their actions, or lack of actions on 
behalf of the vulnerable in particular, proved that their hearts were actually 
far from God.  In the passage from James, we heard a similar theme.  Faith 
without deeds is dead, he says, and as an example he says if you see 



someone in need and you wish them well but don’t do anything to help meet 
the need, it reveals a lack of genuine faith.  These are not unfamiliar 
passages of Scripture for many of us, and I expect that lots of you can tell 
stories about how you have helped people with their needs because you take 
these words and all of God’s words seriously.  What I also expect, though, is 
that lots of us have probably had times when these words rang in our heads 
at the same time that we were avoiding eye contact with a homeless person 
who wanted our attention or when we knew we had some cash in our pocket 
but said to the man or woman who was asking, “I don’t have any cash with 
me.”  Maybe that’s just me, but when that happens to me, I have to ask 
myself what does this mean?  I know that God sees and cares for this person 
that I am avoiding eye contact with so why am I avoiding the person?  And I 
know that faith and love find expression in my actions so why am I holding 
on to $3 that I could afford to give away?   

If I’m honest, I have to admit that sometimes it is a matter of 
selfishness.  I don’t want to be bothered or inconvenienced and, frankly, 
sometimes I kind of resent that I can’t just sit at an intersection or walk into 
a grocery store without someone imposing on me.  It’s not always this 
though.  It is true that there are scammers out there, and it is also true that 
at best giving someone a few dollars may provide them with some sort of 
temporary comfort, but it doesn’t solve their problems.  Even worse, it can 
enable people and de-incentivize them to get the help they really need.  For 
these good reasons, I don’t always help.  It may be sensible in most cases 
to avoid giving hand-outs, but we are challenged by God’s word not to leave 
it at that.  God’s word pushes us to ask the next question.  If handing out 
pocket change isn’t the most effective way to love and help my neighbor, 
then what is?  What can be done and what is it that you are calling me to do 
to help?  Of course, it’s easier not to ask these questions, and when we do, 
it can be difficult to discern the answer.    Homelessness and the need for 
affordable housing are complex problems that don’t stand alone.  There are 
layers of issues, and people have different convictions about what is the best 
way to help.  The important thing is that we do ask the questions and that we 
do ask the Holy Spirit to help us ask the questions honestly and to respond 
faithfully to the guidance and answers that he provides.  When we do this, 
we may be surprised at how the Spirit leads us.  The story of the Presbyterian 
Church of Astoria in Queens, NY is a wonderful illustration of how God leads 
and empowers His people to meet needs in the community when they are 
asking, “How, Lord?” and when they are willing to follow Jesus however he 
leads.  



The church was organized in 1846 and built it’s building in 1922.  Like 
lots of Presbyterian Churches, the church had its peak attendance during the 
50’s and afterwards began a slow decline.  By the early 2000’s the 
neighborhood had changed, the membership had shrunk to about 50 people, 
and the cost of maintaining the building was becoming an impossible 
burden.  When they realized that it was going to cost between $1 and $3 
million dollars to save their building, the church realized that they were going 
to have to make some big decisions, so the session gave their pastor at the 
time the power to start looking at options.   

The story becomes interesting at this point because the pastor began 
to explore options for the future by going to the community and asking what 
their needs were and what they might like to see happen with the church 
property.  Here he learned that there was a need in their community for 
affordable housing so he went back to the church and asked for permission 
to do a study to see if it would be possible to put some sort of affordable 
housing on the church’s property.  The church didn’t want to lose the 
building, but they did want to serve their community.  At the same time, 
commercial real estate developers were telling them that it wasn’t worth it to 
them to develop only a portion of the property.  They wanted it all and they 
wanted the church to take their money and get out.  

The pastor continued to do some research at that point and discovered 
an old zoning law that had been written during the era of the Great 
Depression that was still in effect.  The law said that the church could build 
a larger building on their property if it was a “senior domiciliary” which means 
affordable housing for senior citizens.  The law was written at a time when 
seniors without pensions or any other form of income were struggling to 
support themselves.  The pastor recognized that people in their community 
were in the same situation all these years later and remembering his initial 
conversations with city representatives he knew that affordable housing for 
seniors was exactly what their neighborhood and city needed.   

After a few other providential events that the pastor recognized as 
God’s hand guiding them toward building the apartments, he went back to 
the church and the presbytery and said, “Listen, we have a sanctuary that 
seats 500 people and there are only about 50 of us.  This isn’t good 
stewardship.  God has put us here for a reason.”  Some in the congregation 
were against the idea of replacing their historic church building with an 
apartment building, and there was conflict, but ultimately a majority voted to 
build a new building that would house 100 seniors.  The community board 
said that it believed 4000 people would apply to live in the building.  The 
pastor said, “Presbyteries are overwhelmed by all these churches that just 



want to survive.  But Jesus said, ‘those who want to save their life will lose 
it, those who lose their life for the sake of the gospel will save it.’  The majority 
of us decided we would take that quite literally.”  (Seebeck, Paul.  “Finding 
Vision for the Future by Discerning the Past.” 
www.pcusa.org/smallchurch).   I came across this story several years ago, 
when all of the decisions had been made but nothing had happened yet, but 
today, the historic building is gone, and it has been replaced with the 
apartment building for seniors.  On their church website it says, “After selling 
its buildings in 2005 to make way for affordable senior housing, Astoria First 
has been reborn. The community is now vibrant, diverse, and steadily 
growing.” 

Of course what happened at that church isn’t necessarily the model for 
all churches, but I love the story and I told it today because it reminds us that 
sometimes God does some really amazing and unexpected things. God’s 
people don’t turn away from a problem because it doesn’t feel urgent to them, 
or because they’re not sure what to do,  or because they don’t think they can 
do something that will make a real difference and when, instead, they persist 
in asking “Lord, what do you want me to do?” and then they do it - maybe 
not because they are sure of themselves but because they are walking by 
faith.   

If you are inspired by this story and you want to look harder at the 
problem of homelessness in our city, there is actually good news in 
Jacksonville on this issue.  In the last 10 years, the coordinated efforts of 
several agencies working to eliminate homelessness in Jacksonville have 
resulted in a 32% reduction in homelessness compared to the national 
reduction average of 10 percent.  This local success includes an 82 percent 
reduction in homeless veterans, a 46 percent reduction in homeless families 
and a 60 percent reduction in the chronically homeless.  There is still work 
to do, though. More community support is needed and creating more 
affordable housing options is one of the greatest needs.  You can learn more 
about what has been done and what still needs to be done in our city, by 
looking up and reading the 2020 Jacksonville Homelessness Report that you 
can find on the United Way of NE Fl webpage.  In addition to looking at this 
resource, though, our Outreach Ministry has come up with another way to 
take a step of faith and to take action when it comes to helping the homeless, 
and I want to tell you about that now.    

 Over the past three weeks, members of the ministry have been 
leading us to ask the question, “What can I do to help?  How can I be an 
everyday saint?”  As Chuck Martin mentioned two weeks ago, most all social 
workers agree that in those situations when we come across a homeless 



person asking for help the best thing to do is to get them to a shelter so they 
can help solve the problem holistically.  They can help the person not just 
with housing, but also medical care and job training they may need. 
  In the spirit of being part of the solution to homelessness, our Outreach 
Ministry has come up with a simple plan that they hope we will be able to 
embrace.  Simply stated it’s to show empathy for what they are going 
through, and ask the question, “Do you need food or shelter?” If the answer 
is yes, then you can hand them these directions which are in your 
bulletin.  Keep a few copies of these directions in the side pocket of the car 
door so they are readily available. Between the Clara White Mission and the 
Sulzbacher Center, they can get three meals a day and an array of services 
to help them. There is also an information sheet about this program that will 
be good to review. 

The key to this exchange is sincere empathy.  Maintain eye contact 
and speak sincerely, and one of two things will happen.  They’ll take the 
directions and thank you, or they will decline them.  And with either response, 
we can be at peace knowing that in that moment we took the right step to 
help solve the problem.  

Now, if you are in Mandarin when this happens, that’s a pretty long 
haul to get downtown if you don’t have a car.  To overcome that, we have a 
possible solution and that is to offer them a one-day bus pass.  Will the bus 
pass work?  We aren’t sure…  To find out, we need your help.   The plan 
was to have a limited number of passes available today, but the passes won’t 
be available until next Sunday because we are finishing the approval process 
to get bulk discounts from JTA.  Once we get feedback on the effectiveness 
of the bus-pass over the next few months, we can then take steps to 
formalize how we distribute the bus passes going forward.   
  We don’t know how all of this will work out, but we don’t have to know 
what the outcome will be before we can step out and take action.  That is 
where our faith comes in.  What we do know is that God cares for our 
homeless neighbors and that God calls us to love them.  Amen.    
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Throughout the year there are days that have been set apart on our 

denominational church calendar for celebrating particular gifts that God has 
given to the church, and for recognizing special ministries, and for calling our 
attention to certain needs in our communities and in the world.  One of those 
days is Hunger and Homelessness Sunday.  Today is not the day that our 
denomination has designated for focusing on homelessness, but it is the day 
that we are choosing to focus on it in our church and there are a few reasons 
why that is.   

For one thing, we are in Lent and traditionally the church has 
emphasized the spiritual disciplines of prayer, fasting, and almsgiving during 
this season.  Considering those who might be in need of our giving and 
generosity seems appropriate then, during a season in which we are 
encouraged to practice generosity toward the poor.   

A second reason is because many of us have the luxury of being able 
to put the issue of homelessness on the back burner of our minds.  We are 
aware that people are homeless, but when a problem isn’t my personal 
problem at a given moment, I don’t necessarily feel a sense of urgency about 
it and that can translate into inaction.  Taking some time this morning to talk 
about homelessness gives us an opportunity then to bring the issue off of 
the back burner to the front of our minds, and maybe if we look with fresh 
eyes we will feel inspired or challenged to take some action.  

And finally, a third reason for designating today as a day to focus on 
homelessness is because our Outreach Ministry has come up with a practical 
plan and tool for us to use when we encounter homeless people who ask for 
our help, and as a way to prepare ourselves to participate in this project, it 
felt like it would be helpful to talk about the issue and to listen to what God 
has to say to us about it.   

We listened to two passages of Scripture this morning.  The first was 
from the book of Isaiah and in the Scripture, we hear both God’s concern for 
the poor and God’s expectations of His people.  Isaiah is trying to get the 
people’s attention and awaken them from complacency.  They were going 
through the motions of being religious, but their actions, or lack of actions on 
behalf of the vulnerable in particular, proved that their hearts were actually 
far from God.  In the passage from James, we heard a similar theme.  Faith 
without deeds is dead, he says, and as an example he says if you see 



someone in need and you wish them well but don’t do anything to help meet 
the need, it reveals a lack of genuine faith.  These are not unfamiliar 
passages of Scripture for many of us, and I expect that lots of you can tell 
stories about how you have helped people with their needs because you take 
these words and all of God’s words seriously.  What I also expect, though, is 
that lots of us have probably had times when these words rang in our heads 
at the same time that we were avoiding eye contact with a homeless person 
who wanted our attention or when we knew we had some cash in our pocket 
but said to the man or woman who was asking, “I don’t have any cash with 
me.”  Maybe that’s just me, but when that happens to me, I have to ask 
myself what does this mean?  I know that God sees and cares for this person 
that I am avoiding eye contact with so why am I avoiding the person?  And I 
know that faith and love find expression in my actions so why am I holding 
on to $3 that I could afford to give away?   

If I’m honest, I have to admit that sometimes it is a matter of 
selfishness.  I don’t want to be bothered or inconvenienced and, frankly, 
sometimes I kind of resent that I can’t just sit at an intersection or walk into 
a grocery store without someone imposing on me.  It’s not always this 
though.  It is true that there are scammers out there, and it is also true that 
at best giving someone a few dollars may provide them with some sort of 
temporary comfort, but it doesn’t solve their problems.  Even worse, it can 
enable people and de-incentivize them to get the help they really need.  For 
these good reasons, I don’t always help.  It may be sensible in most cases 
to avoid giving hand-outs, but we are challenged by God’s word not to leave 
it at that.  God’s word pushes us to ask the next question.  If handing out 
pocket change isn’t the most effective way to love and help my neighbor, 
then what is?  What can be done and what is it that you are calling me to do 
to help?  Of course, it’s easier not to ask these questions, and when we do, 
it can be difficult to discern the answer.    Homelessness and the need for 
affordable housing are complex problems that don’t stand alone.  There are 
layers of issues, and people have different convictions about what is the best 
way to help.  The important thing is that we do ask the questions and that we 
do ask the Holy Spirit to help us ask the questions honestly and to respond 
faithfully to the guidance and answers that he provides.  When we do this, 
we may be surprised at how the Spirit leads us.  The story of the Presbyterian 
Church of Astoria in Queens, NY is a wonderful illustration of how God leads 
and empowers His people to meet needs in the community when they are 
asking, “How, Lord?” and when they are willing to follow Jesus however he 
leads.  



The church was organized in 1846 and built it’s building in 1922.  Like 
lots of Presbyterian Churches, the church had its peak attendance during the 
50’s and afterwards began a slow decline.  By the early 2000’s the 
neighborhood had changed, the membership had shrunk to about 50 people, 
and the cost of maintaining the building was becoming an impossible 
burden.  When they realized that it was going to cost between $1 and $3 
million dollars to save their building, the church realized that they were going 
to have to make some big decisions, so the session gave their pastor at the 
time the power to start looking at options.   

The story becomes interesting at this point because the pastor began 
to explore options for the future by going to the community and asking what 
their needs were and what they might like to see happen with the church 
property.  Here he learned that there was a need in their community for 
affordable housing so he went back to the church and asked for permission 
to do a study to see if it would be possible to put some sort of affordable 
housing on the church’s property.  The church didn’t want to lose the 
building, but they did want to serve their community.  At the same time, 
commercial real estate developers were telling them that it wasn’t worth it to 
them to develop only a portion of the property.  They wanted it all and they 
wanted the church to take their money and get out.  

The pastor continued to do some research at that point and discovered 
an old zoning law that had been written during the era of the Great 
Depression that was still in effect.  The law said that the church could build 
a larger building on their property if it was a “senior domiciliary” which means 
affordable housing for senior citizens.  The law was written at a time when 
seniors without pensions or any other form of income were struggling to 
support themselves.  The pastor recognized that people in their community 
were in the same situation all these years later and remembering his initial 
conversations with city representatives he knew that affordable housing for 
seniors was exactly what their neighborhood and city needed.   

After a few other providential events that the pastor recognized as 
God’s hand guiding them toward building the apartments, he went back to 
the church and the presbytery and said, “Listen, we have a sanctuary that 
seats 500 people and there are only about 50 of us.  This isn’t good 
stewardship.  God has put us here for a reason.”  Some in the congregation 
were against the idea of replacing their historic church building with an 
apartment building, and there was conflict, but ultimately a majority voted to 
build a new building that would house 100 seniors.  The community board 
said that it believed 4000 people would apply to live in the building.  The 
pastor said, “Presbyteries are overwhelmed by all these churches that just 



want to survive.  But Jesus said, ‘those who want to save their life will lose 
it, those who lose their life for the sake of the gospel will save it.’  The majority 
of us decided we would take that quite literally.”  (Seebeck, Paul.  “Finding 
Vision for the Future by Discerning the Past.” 
www.pcusa.org/smallchurch).   I came across this story several years ago, 
when all of the decisions had been made but nothing had happened yet, but 
today, the historic building is gone, and it has been replaced with the 
apartment building for seniors.  On their church website it says, “After selling 
its buildings in 2005 to make way for affordable senior housing, Astoria First 
has been reborn. The community is now vibrant, diverse, and steadily 
growing.” 

Of course what happened at that church isn’t necessarily the model for 
all churches, but I love the story and I told it today because it reminds us that 
sometimes God does some really amazing and unexpected things. God’s 
people don’t turn away from a problem because it doesn’t feel urgent to them, 
or because they’re not sure what to do,  or because they don’t think they can 
do something that will make a real difference and when, instead, they persist 
in asking “Lord, what do you want me to do?” and then they do it - maybe 
not because they are sure of themselves but because they are walking by 
faith.   

If you are inspired by this story and you want to look harder at the 
problem of homelessness in our city, there is actually good news in 
Jacksonville on this issue.  In the last 10 years, the coordinated efforts of 
several agencies working to eliminate homelessness in Jacksonville have 
resulted in a 32% reduction in homelessness compared to the national 
reduction average of 10 percent.  This local success includes an 82 percent 
reduction in homeless veterans, a 46 percent reduction in homeless families 
and a 60 percent reduction in the chronically homeless.  There is still work 
to do, though. More community support is needed and creating more 
affordable housing options is one of the greatest needs.  You can learn more 
about what has been done and what still needs to be done in our city, by 
looking up and reading the 2020 Jacksonville Homelessness Report that you 
can find on the United Way of NE Fl webpage.  In addition to looking at this 
resource, though, our Outreach Ministry has come up with another way to 
take a step of faith and to take action when it comes to helping the homeless, 
and I want to tell you about that now.    

 Over the past three weeks, members of the ministry have been 
leading us to ask the question, “What can I do to help?  How can I be an 
everyday saint?”  As Chuck Martin mentioned two weeks ago, most all social 
workers agree that in those situations when we come across a homeless 



person asking for help the best thing to do is to get them to a shelter so they 
can help solve the problem holistically.  They can help the person not just 
with housing, but also medical care and job training they may need. 
  In the spirit of being part of the solution to homelessness, our Outreach 
Ministry has come up with a simple plan that they hope we will be able to 
embrace.  Simply stated it’s to show empathy for what they are going 
through, and ask the question, “Do you need food or shelter?” If the answer 
is yes, then you can hand them these directions which are in your 
bulletin.  Keep a few copies of these directions in the side pocket of the car 
door so they are readily available. Between the Clara White Mission and the 
Sulzbacher Center, they can get three meals a day and an array of services 
to help them. There is also an information sheet about this program that will 
be good to review. 

The key to this exchange is sincere empathy.  Maintain eye contact 
and speak sincerely, and one of two things will happen.  They’ll take the 
directions and thank you, or they will decline them.  And with either response, 
we can be at peace knowing that in that moment we took the right step to 
help solve the problem.  

Now, if you are in Mandarin when this happens, that’s a pretty long 
haul to get downtown if you don’t have a car.  To overcome that, we have a 
possible solution and that is to offer them a one-day bus pass.  Will the bus 
pass work?  We aren’t sure…  To find out, we need your help.   The plan 
was to have a limited number of passes available today, but the passes won’t 
be available until next Sunday because we are finishing the approval process 
to get bulk discounts from JTA.  Once we get feedback on the effectiveness 
of the bus-pass over the next few months, we can then take steps to 
formalize how we distribute the bus passes going forward.   
  We don’t know how all of this will work out, but we don’t have to know 
what the outcome will be before we can step out and take action.  That is 
where our faith comes in.  What we do know is that God cares for our 
homeless neighbors and that God calls us to love them.  Amen.    
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Throughout the year there are days that have been set apart on our 

denominational church calendar for celebrating particular gifts that God has 
given to the church, and for recognizing special ministries, and for calling our 
attention to certain needs in our communities and in the world.  One of those 
days is Hunger and Homelessness Sunday.  Today is not the day that our 
denomination has designated for focusing on homelessness, but it is the day 
that we are choosing to focus on it in our church and there are a few reasons 
why that is.   

For one thing, we are in Lent and traditionally the church has 
emphasized the spiritual disciplines of prayer, fasting, and almsgiving during 
this season.  Considering those who might be in need of our giving and 
generosity seems appropriate then, during a season in which we are 
encouraged to practice generosity toward the poor.   

A second reason is because many of us have the luxury of being able 
to put the issue of homelessness on the back burner of our minds.  We are 
aware that people are homeless, but when a problem isn’t my personal 
problem at a given moment, I don’t necessarily feel a sense of urgency about 
it and that can translate into inaction.  Taking some time this morning to talk 
about homelessness gives us an opportunity then to bring the issue off of 
the back burner to the front of our minds, and maybe if we look with fresh 
eyes we will feel inspired or challenged to take some action.  

And finally, a third reason for designating today as a day to focus on 
homelessness is because our Outreach Ministry has come up with a practical 
plan and tool for us to use when we encounter homeless people who ask for 
our help, and as a way to prepare ourselves to participate in this project, it 
felt like it would be helpful to talk about the issue and to listen to what God 
has to say to us about it.   

We listened to two passages of Scripture this morning.  The first was 
from the book of Isaiah and in the Scripture, we hear both God’s concern for 
the poor and God’s expectations of His people.  Isaiah is trying to get the 
people’s attention and awaken them from complacency.  They were going 
through the motions of being religious, but their actions, or lack of actions on 
behalf of the vulnerable in particular, proved that their hearts were actually 
far from God.  In the passage from James, we heard a similar theme.  Faith 
without deeds is dead, he says, and as an example he says if you see 



someone in need and you wish them well but don’t do anything to help meet 
the need, it reveals a lack of genuine faith.  These are not unfamiliar 
passages of Scripture for many of us, and I expect that lots of you can tell 
stories about how you have helped people with their needs because you take 
these words and all of God’s words seriously.  What I also expect, though, is 
that lots of us have probably had times when these words rang in our heads 
at the same time that we were avoiding eye contact with a homeless person 
who wanted our attention or when we knew we had some cash in our pocket 
but said to the man or woman who was asking, “I don’t have any cash with 
me.”  Maybe that’s just me, but when that happens to me, I have to ask 
myself what does this mean?  I know that God sees and cares for this person 
that I am avoiding eye contact with so why am I avoiding the person?  And I 
know that faith and love find expression in my actions so why am I holding 
on to $3 that I could afford to give away?   

If I’m honest, I have to admit that sometimes it is a matter of 
selfishness.  I don’t want to be bothered or inconvenienced and, frankly, 
sometimes I kind of resent that I can’t just sit at an intersection or walk into 
a grocery store without someone imposing on me.  It’s not always this 
though.  It is true that there are scammers out there, and it is also true that 
at best giving someone a few dollars may provide them with some sort of 
temporary comfort, but it doesn’t solve their problems.  Even worse, it can 
enable people and de-incentivize them to get the help they really need.  For 
these good reasons, I don’t always help.  It may be sensible in most cases 
to avoid giving hand-outs, but we are challenged by God’s word not to leave 
it at that.  God’s word pushes us to ask the next question.  If handing out 
pocket change isn’t the most effective way to love and help my neighbor, 
then what is?  What can be done and what is it that you are calling me to do 
to help?  Of course, it’s easier not to ask these questions, and when we do, 
it can be difficult to discern the answer.    Homelessness and the need for 
affordable housing are complex problems that don’t stand alone.  There are 
layers of issues, and people have different convictions about what is the best 
way to help.  The important thing is that we do ask the questions and that we 
do ask the Holy Spirit to help us ask the questions honestly and to respond 
faithfully to the guidance and answers that he provides.  When we do this, 
we may be surprised at how the Spirit leads us.  The story of the Presbyterian 
Church of Astoria in Queens, NY is a wonderful illustration of how God leads 
and empowers His people to meet needs in the community when they are 
asking, “How, Lord?” and when they are willing to follow Jesus however he 
leads.  



The church was organized in 1846 and built it’s building in 1922.  Like 
lots of Presbyterian Churches, the church had its peak attendance during the 
50’s and afterwards began a slow decline.  By the early 2000’s the 
neighborhood had changed, the membership had shrunk to about 50 people, 
and the cost of maintaining the building was becoming an impossible 
burden.  When they realized that it was going to cost between $1 and $3 
million dollars to save their building, the church realized that they were going 
to have to make some big decisions, so the session gave their pastor at the 
time the power to start looking at options.   

The story becomes interesting at this point because the pastor began 
to explore options for the future by going to the community and asking what 
their needs were and what they might like to see happen with the church 
property.  Here he learned that there was a need in their community for 
affordable housing so he went back to the church and asked for permission 
to do a study to see if it would be possible to put some sort of affordable 
housing on the church’s property.  The church didn’t want to lose the 
building, but they did want to serve their community.  At the same time, 
commercial real estate developers were telling them that it wasn’t worth it to 
them to develop only a portion of the property.  They wanted it all and they 
wanted the church to take their money and get out.  

The pastor continued to do some research at that point and discovered 
an old zoning law that had been written during the era of the Great 
Depression that was still in effect.  The law said that the church could build 
a larger building on their property if it was a “senior domiciliary” which means 
affordable housing for senior citizens.  The law was written at a time when 
seniors without pensions or any other form of income were struggling to 
support themselves.  The pastor recognized that people in their community 
were in the same situation all these years later and remembering his initial 
conversations with city representatives he knew that affordable housing for 
seniors was exactly what their neighborhood and city needed.   

After a few other providential events that the pastor recognized as 
God’s hand guiding them toward building the apartments, he went back to 
the church and the presbytery and said, “Listen, we have a sanctuary that 
seats 500 people and there are only about 50 of us.  This isn’t good 
stewardship.  God has put us here for a reason.”  Some in the congregation 
were against the idea of replacing their historic church building with an 
apartment building, and there was conflict, but ultimately a majority voted to 
build a new building that would house 100 seniors.  The community board 
said that it believed 4000 people would apply to live in the building.  The 
pastor said, “Presbyteries are overwhelmed by all these churches that just 



want to survive.  But Jesus said, ‘those who want to save their life will lose 
it, those who lose their life for the sake of the gospel will save it.’  The majority 
of us decided we would take that quite literally.”  (Seebeck, Paul.  “Finding 
Vision for the Future by Discerning the Past.” 
www.pcusa.org/smallchurch).   I came across this story several years ago, 
when all of the decisions had been made but nothing had happened yet, but 
today, the historic building is gone, and it has been replaced with the 
apartment building for seniors.  On their church website it says, “After selling 
its buildings in 2005 to make way for affordable senior housing, Astoria First 
has been reborn. The community is now vibrant, diverse, and steadily 
growing.” 

Of course what happened at that church isn’t necessarily the model for 
all churches, but I love the story and I told it today because it reminds us that 
sometimes God does some really amazing and unexpected things. God’s 
people don’t turn away from a problem because it doesn’t feel urgent to them, 
or because they’re not sure what to do,  or because they don’t think they can 
do something that will make a real difference and when, instead, they persist 
in asking “Lord, what do you want me to do?” and then they do it - maybe 
not because they are sure of themselves but because they are walking by 
faith.   

If you are inspired by this story and you want to look harder at the 
problem of homelessness in our city, there is actually good news in 
Jacksonville on this issue.  In the last 10 years, the coordinated efforts of 
several agencies working to eliminate homelessness in Jacksonville have 
resulted in a 32% reduction in homelessness compared to the national 
reduction average of 10 percent.  This local success includes an 82 percent 
reduction in homeless veterans, a 46 percent reduction in homeless families 
and a 60 percent reduction in the chronically homeless.  There is still work 
to do, though. More community support is needed and creating more 
affordable housing options is one of the greatest needs.  You can learn more 
about what has been done and what still needs to be done in our city, by 
looking up and reading the 2020 Jacksonville Homelessness Report that you 
can find on the United Way of NE Fl webpage.  In addition to looking at this 
resource, though, our Outreach Ministry has come up with another way to 
take a step of faith and to take action when it comes to helping the homeless, 
and I want to tell you about that now.    

 Over the past three weeks, members of the ministry have been 
leading us to ask the question, “What can I do to help?  How can I be an 
everyday saint?”  As Chuck Martin mentioned two weeks ago, most all social 
workers agree that in those situations when we come across a homeless 



person asking for help the best thing to do is to get them to a shelter so they 
can help solve the problem holistically.  They can help the person not just 
with housing, but also medical care and job training they may need. 
  In the spirit of being part of the solution to homelessness, our Outreach 
Ministry has come up with a simple plan that they hope we will be able to 
embrace.  Simply stated it’s to show empathy for what they are going 
through, and ask the question, “Do you need food or shelter?” If the answer 
is yes, then you can hand them these directions which are in your 
bulletin.  Keep a few copies of these directions in the side pocket of the car 
door so they are readily available. Between the Clara White Mission and the 
Sulzbacher Center, they can get three meals a day and an array of services 
to help them. There is also an information sheet about this program that will 
be good to review. 

The key to this exchange is sincere empathy.  Maintain eye contact 
and speak sincerely, and one of two things will happen.  They’ll take the 
directions and thank you, or they will decline them.  And with either response, 
we can be at peace knowing that in that moment we took the right step to 
help solve the problem.  

Now, if you are in Mandarin when this happens, that’s a pretty long 
haul to get downtown if you don’t have a car.  To overcome that, we have a 
possible solution and that is to offer them a one-day bus pass.  Will the bus 
pass work?  We aren’t sure…  To find out, we need your help.   The plan 
was to have a limited number of passes available today, but the passes won’t 
be available until next Sunday because we are finishing the approval process 
to get bulk discounts from JTA.  Once we get feedback on the effectiveness 
of the bus-pass over the next few months, we can then take steps to 
formalize how we distribute the bus passes going forward.   
  We don’t know how all of this will work out, but we don’t have to know 
what the outcome will be before we can step out and take action.  That is 
where our faith comes in.  What we do know is that God cares for our 
homeless neighbors and that God calls us to love them.  Amen.    
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Throughout the year there are days that have been set apart on our 

denominational church calendar for celebrating particular gifts that God has 
given to the church, and for recognizing special ministries, and for calling our 
attention to certain needs in our communities and in the world.  One of those 
days is Hunger and Homelessness Sunday.  Today is not the day that our 
denomination has designated for focusing on homelessness, but it is the day 
that we are choosing to focus on it in our church and there are a few reasons 
why that is.   

For one thing, we are in Lent and traditionally the church has 
emphasized the spiritual disciplines of prayer, fasting, and almsgiving during 
this season.  Considering those who might be in need of our giving and 
generosity seems appropriate then, during a season in which we are 
encouraged to practice generosity toward the poor.   

A second reason is because many of us have the luxury of being able 
to put the issue of homelessness on the back burner of our minds.  We are 
aware that people are homeless, but when a problem isn’t my personal 
problem at a given moment, I don’t necessarily feel a sense of urgency about 
it and that can translate into inaction.  Taking some time this morning to talk 
about homelessness gives us an opportunity then to bring the issue off of 
the back burner to the front of our minds, and maybe if we look with fresh 
eyes we will feel inspired or challenged to take some action.  

And finally, a third reason for designating today as a day to focus on 
homelessness is because our Outreach Ministry has come up with a practical 
plan and tool for us to use when we encounter homeless people who ask for 
our help, and as a way to prepare ourselves to participate in this project, it 
felt like it would be helpful to talk about the issue and to listen to what God 
has to say to us about it.   

We listened to two passages of Scripture this morning.  The first was 
from the book of Isaiah and in the Scripture, we hear both God’s concern for 
the poor and God’s expectations of His people.  Isaiah is trying to get the 
people’s attention and awaken them from complacency.  They were going 
through the motions of being religious, but their actions, or lack of actions on 
behalf of the vulnerable in particular, proved that their hearts were actually 
far from God.  In the passage from James, we heard a similar theme.  Faith 
without deeds is dead, he says, and as an example he says if you see 



someone in need and you wish them well but don’t do anything to help meet 
the need, it reveals a lack of genuine faith.  These are not unfamiliar 
passages of Scripture for many of us, and I expect that lots of you can tell 
stories about how you have helped people with their needs because you take 
these words and all of God’s words seriously.  What I also expect, though, is 
that lots of us have probably had times when these words rang in our heads 
at the same time that we were avoiding eye contact with a homeless person 
who wanted our attention or when we knew we had some cash in our pocket 
but said to the man or woman who was asking, “I don’t have any cash with 
me.”  Maybe that’s just me, but when that happens to me, I have to ask 
myself what does this mean?  I know that God sees and cares for this person 
that I am avoiding eye contact with so why am I avoiding the person?  And I 
know that faith and love find expression in my actions so why am I holding 
on to $3 that I could afford to give away?   

If I’m honest, I have to admit that sometimes it is a matter of 
selfishness.  I don’t want to be bothered or inconvenienced and, frankly, 
sometimes I kind of resent that I can’t just sit at an intersection or walk into 
a grocery store without someone imposing on me.  It’s not always this 
though.  It is true that there are scammers out there, and it is also true that 
at best giving someone a few dollars may provide them with some sort of 
temporary comfort, but it doesn’t solve their problems.  Even worse, it can 
enable people and de-incentivize them to get the help they really need.  For 
these good reasons, I don’t always help.  It may be sensible in most cases 
to avoid giving hand-outs, but we are challenged by God’s word not to leave 
it at that.  God’s word pushes us to ask the next question.  If handing out 
pocket change isn’t the most effective way to love and help my neighbor, 
then what is?  What can be done and what is it that you are calling me to do 
to help?  Of course, it’s easier not to ask these questions, and when we do, 
it can be difficult to discern the answer.    Homelessness and the need for 
affordable housing are complex problems that don’t stand alone.  There are 
layers of issues, and people have different convictions about what is the best 
way to help.  The important thing is that we do ask the questions and that we 
do ask the Holy Spirit to help us ask the questions honestly and to respond 
faithfully to the guidance and answers that he provides.  When we do this, 
we may be surprised at how the Spirit leads us.  The story of the Presbyterian 
Church of Astoria in Queens, NY is a wonderful illustration of how God leads 
and empowers His people to meet needs in the community when they are 
asking, “How, Lord?” and when they are willing to follow Jesus however he 
leads.  



The church was organized in 1846 and built it’s building in 1922.  Like 
lots of Presbyterian Churches, the church had its peak attendance during the 
50’s and afterwards began a slow decline.  By the early 2000’s the 
neighborhood had changed, the membership had shrunk to about 50 people, 
and the cost of maintaining the building was becoming an impossible 
burden.  When they realized that it was going to cost between $1 and $3 
million dollars to save their building, the church realized that they were going 
to have to make some big decisions, so the session gave their pastor at the 
time the power to start looking at options.   

The story becomes interesting at this point because the pastor began 
to explore options for the future by going to the community and asking what 
their needs were and what they might like to see happen with the church 
property.  Here he learned that there was a need in their community for 
affordable housing so he went back to the church and asked for permission 
to do a study to see if it would be possible to put some sort of affordable 
housing on the church’s property.  The church didn’t want to lose the 
building, but they did want to serve their community.  At the same time, 
commercial real estate developers were telling them that it wasn’t worth it to 
them to develop only a portion of the property.  They wanted it all and they 
wanted the church to take their money and get out.  

The pastor continued to do some research at that point and discovered 
an old zoning law that had been written during the era of the Great 
Depression that was still in effect.  The law said that the church could build 
a larger building on their property if it was a “senior domiciliary” which means 
affordable housing for senior citizens.  The law was written at a time when 
seniors without pensions or any other form of income were struggling to 
support themselves.  The pastor recognized that people in their community 
were in the same situation all these years later and remembering his initial 
conversations with city representatives he knew that affordable housing for 
seniors was exactly what their neighborhood and city needed.   

After a few other providential events that the pastor recognized as 
God’s hand guiding them toward building the apartments, he went back to 
the church and the presbytery and said, “Listen, we have a sanctuary that 
seats 500 people and there are only about 50 of us.  This isn’t good 
stewardship.  God has put us here for a reason.”  Some in the congregation 
were against the idea of replacing their historic church building with an 
apartment building, and there was conflict, but ultimately a majority voted to 
build a new building that would house 100 seniors.  The community board 
said that it believed 4000 people would apply to live in the building.  The 
pastor said, “Presbyteries are overwhelmed by all these churches that just 



want to survive.  But Jesus said, ‘those who want to save their life will lose 
it, those who lose their life for the sake of the gospel will save it.’  The majority 
of us decided we would take that quite literally.”  (Seebeck, Paul.  “Finding 
Vision for the Future by Discerning the Past.” 
www.pcusa.org/smallchurch).   I came across this story several years ago, 
when all of the decisions had been made but nothing had happened yet, but 
today, the historic building is gone, and it has been replaced with the 
apartment building for seniors.  On their church website it says, “After selling 
its buildings in 2005 to make way for affordable senior housing, Astoria First 
has been reborn. The community is now vibrant, diverse, and steadily 
growing.” 

Of course what happened at that church isn’t necessarily the model for 
all churches, but I love the story and I told it today because it reminds us that 
sometimes God does some really amazing and unexpected things. God’s 
people don’t turn away from a problem because it doesn’t feel urgent to them, 
or because they’re not sure what to do,  or because they don’t think they can 
do something that will make a real difference and when, instead, they persist 
in asking “Lord, what do you want me to do?” and then they do it - maybe 
not because they are sure of themselves but because they are walking by 
faith.   

If you are inspired by this story and you want to look harder at the 
problem of homelessness in our city, there is actually good news in 
Jacksonville on this issue.  In the last 10 years, the coordinated efforts of 
several agencies working to eliminate homelessness in Jacksonville have 
resulted in a 32% reduction in homelessness compared to the national 
reduction average of 10 percent.  This local success includes an 82 percent 
reduction in homeless veterans, a 46 percent reduction in homeless families 
and a 60 percent reduction in the chronically homeless.  There is still work 
to do, though. More community support is needed and creating more 
affordable housing options is one of the greatest needs.  You can learn more 
about what has been done and what still needs to be done in our city, by 
looking up and reading the 2020 Jacksonville Homelessness Report that you 
can find on the United Way of NE Fl webpage.  In addition to looking at this 
resource, though, our Outreach Ministry has come up with another way to 
take a step of faith and to take action when it comes to helping the homeless, 
and I want to tell you about that now.    

 Over the past three weeks, members of the ministry have been 
leading us to ask the question, “What can I do to help?  How can I be an 
everyday saint?”  As Chuck Martin mentioned two weeks ago, most all social 
workers agree that in those situations when we come across a homeless 



person asking for help the best thing to do is to get them to a shelter so they 
can help solve the problem holistically.  They can help the person not just 
with housing, but also medical care and job training they may need. 
  In the spirit of being part of the solution to homelessness, our Outreach 
Ministry has come up with a simple plan that they hope we will be able to 
embrace.  Simply stated it’s to show empathy for what they are going 
through, and ask the question, “Do you need food or shelter?” If the answer 
is yes, then you can hand them these directions which are in your 
bulletin.  Keep a few copies of these directions in the side pocket of the car 
door so they are readily available. Between the Clara White Mission and the 
Sulzbacher Center, they can get three meals a day and an array of services 
to help them. There is also an information sheet about this program that will 
be good to review. 

The key to this exchange is sincere empathy.  Maintain eye contact 
and speak sincerely, and one of two things will happen.  They’ll take the 
directions and thank you, or they will decline them.  And with either response, 
we can be at peace knowing that in that moment we took the right step to 
help solve the problem.  

Now, if you are in Mandarin when this happens, that’s a pretty long 
haul to get downtown if you don’t have a car.  To overcome that, we have a 
possible solution and that is to offer them a one-day bus pass.  Will the bus 
pass work?  We aren’t sure…  To find out, we need your help.   The plan 
was to have a limited number of passes available today, but the passes won’t 
be available until next Sunday because we are finishing the approval process 
to get bulk discounts from JTA.  Once we get feedback on the effectiveness 
of the bus-pass over the next few months, we can then take steps to 
formalize how we distribute the bus passes going forward.   
  We don’t know how all of this will work out, but we don’t have to know 
what the outcome will be before we can step out and take action.  That is 
where our faith comes in.  What we do know is that God cares for our 
homeless neighbors and that God calls us to love them.  Amen.    
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Throughout the year there are days that have been set apart on our 

denominational church calendar for celebrating particular gifts that God has 
given to the church, and for recognizing special ministries, and for calling our 
attention to certain needs in our communities and in the world.  One of those 
days is Hunger and Homelessness Sunday.  Today is not the day that our 
denomination has designated for focusing on homelessness, but it is the day 
that we are choosing to focus on it in our church and there are a few reasons 
why that is.   

For one thing, we are in Lent and traditionally the church has 
emphasized the spiritual disciplines of prayer, fasting, and almsgiving during 
this season.  Considering those who might be in need of our giving and 
generosity seems appropriate then, during a season in which we are 
encouraged to practice generosity toward the poor.   

A second reason is because many of us have the luxury of being able 
to put the issue of homelessness on the back burner of our minds.  We are 
aware that people are homeless, but when a problem isn’t my personal 
problem at a given moment, I don’t necessarily feel a sense of urgency about 
it and that can translate into inaction.  Taking some time this morning to talk 
about homelessness gives us an opportunity then to bring the issue off of 
the back burner to the front of our minds, and maybe if we look with fresh 
eyes we will feel inspired or challenged to take some action.  

And finally, a third reason for designating today as a day to focus on 
homelessness is because our Outreach Ministry has come up with a practical 
plan and tool for us to use when we encounter homeless people who ask for 
our help, and as a way to prepare ourselves to participate in this project, it 
felt like it would be helpful to talk about the issue and to listen to what God 
has to say to us about it.   

We listened to two passages of Scripture this morning.  The first was 
from the book of Isaiah and in the Scripture, we hear both God’s concern for 
the poor and God’s expectations of His people.  Isaiah is trying to get the 
people’s attention and awaken them from complacency.  They were going 
through the motions of being religious, but their actions, or lack of actions on 
behalf of the vulnerable in particular, proved that their hearts were actually 
far from God.  In the passage from James, we heard a similar theme.  Faith 
without deeds is dead, he says, and as an example he says if you see 



someone in need and you wish them well but don’t do anything to help meet 
the need, it reveals a lack of genuine faith.  These are not unfamiliar 
passages of Scripture for many of us, and I expect that lots of you can tell 
stories about how you have helped people with their needs because you take 
these words and all of God’s words seriously.  What I also expect, though, is 
that lots of us have probably had times when these words rang in our heads 
at the same time that we were avoiding eye contact with a homeless person 
who wanted our attention or when we knew we had some cash in our pocket 
but said to the man or woman who was asking, “I don’t have any cash with 
me.”  Maybe that’s just me, but when that happens to me, I have to ask 
myself what does this mean?  I know that God sees and cares for this person 
that I am avoiding eye contact with so why am I avoiding the person?  And I 
know that faith and love find expression in my actions so why am I holding 
on to $3 that I could afford to give away?   

If I’m honest, I have to admit that sometimes it is a matter of 
selfishness.  I don’t want to be bothered or inconvenienced and, frankly, 
sometimes I kind of resent that I can’t just sit at an intersection or walk into 
a grocery store without someone imposing on me.  It’s not always this 
though.  It is true that there are scammers out there, and it is also true that 
at best giving someone a few dollars may provide them with some sort of 
temporary comfort, but it doesn’t solve their problems.  Even worse, it can 
enable people and de-incentivize them to get the help they really need.  For 
these good reasons, I don’t always help.  It may be sensible in most cases 
to avoid giving hand-outs, but we are challenged by God’s word not to leave 
it at that.  God’s word pushes us to ask the next question.  If handing out 
pocket change isn’t the most effective way to love and help my neighbor, 
then what is?  What can be done and what is it that you are calling me to do 
to help?  Of course, it’s easier not to ask these questions, and when we do, 
it can be difficult to discern the answer.    Homelessness and the need for 
affordable housing are complex problems that don’t stand alone.  There are 
layers of issues, and people have different convictions about what is the best 
way to help.  The important thing is that we do ask the questions and that we 
do ask the Holy Spirit to help us ask the questions honestly and to respond 
faithfully to the guidance and answers that he provides.  When we do this, 
we may be surprised at how the Spirit leads us.  The story of the Presbyterian 
Church of Astoria in Queens, NY is a wonderful illustration of how God leads 
and empowers His people to meet needs in the community when they are 
asking, “How, Lord?” and when they are willing to follow Jesus however he 
leads.  



The church was organized in 1846 and built it’s building in 1922.  Like 
lots of Presbyterian Churches, the church had its peak attendance during the 
50’s and afterwards began a slow decline.  By the early 2000’s the 
neighborhood had changed, the membership had shrunk to about 50 people, 
and the cost of maintaining the building was becoming an impossible 
burden.  When they realized that it was going to cost between $1 and $3 
million dollars to save their building, the church realized that they were going 
to have to make some big decisions, so the session gave their pastor at the 
time the power to start looking at options.   

The story becomes interesting at this point because the pastor began 
to explore options for the future by going to the community and asking what 
their needs were and what they might like to see happen with the church 
property.  Here he learned that there was a need in their community for 
affordable housing so he went back to the church and asked for permission 
to do a study to see if it would be possible to put some sort of affordable 
housing on the church’s property.  The church didn’t want to lose the 
building, but they did want to serve their community.  At the same time, 
commercial real estate developers were telling them that it wasn’t worth it to 
them to develop only a portion of the property.  They wanted it all and they 
wanted the church to take their money and get out.  

The pastor continued to do some research at that point and discovered 
an old zoning law that had been written during the era of the Great 
Depression that was still in effect.  The law said that the church could build 
a larger building on their property if it was a “senior domiciliary” which means 
affordable housing for senior citizens.  The law was written at a time when 
seniors without pensions or any other form of income were struggling to 
support themselves.  The pastor recognized that people in their community 
were in the same situation all these years later and remembering his initial 
conversations with city representatives he knew that affordable housing for 
seniors was exactly what their neighborhood and city needed.   

After a few other providential events that the pastor recognized as 
God’s hand guiding them toward building the apartments, he went back to 
the church and the presbytery and said, “Listen, we have a sanctuary that 
seats 500 people and there are only about 50 of us.  This isn’t good 
stewardship.  God has put us here for a reason.”  Some in the congregation 
were against the idea of replacing their historic church building with an 
apartment building, and there was conflict, but ultimately a majority voted to 
build a new building that would house 100 seniors.  The community board 
said that it believed 4000 people would apply to live in the building.  The 
pastor said, “Presbyteries are overwhelmed by all these churches that just 



want to survive.  But Jesus said, ‘those who want to save their life will lose 
it, those who lose their life for the sake of the gospel will save it.’  The majority 
of us decided we would take that quite literally.”  (Seebeck, Paul.  “Finding 
Vision for the Future by Discerning the Past.” 
www.pcusa.org/smallchurch).   I came across this story several years ago, 
when all of the decisions had been made but nothing had happened yet, but 
today, the historic building is gone, and it has been replaced with the 
apartment building for seniors.  On their church website it says, “After selling 
its buildings in 2005 to make way for affordable senior housing, Astoria First 
has been reborn. The community is now vibrant, diverse, and steadily 
growing.” 

Of course what happened at that church isn’t necessarily the model for 
all churches, but I love the story and I told it today because it reminds us that 
sometimes God does some really amazing and unexpected things. God’s 
people don’t turn away from a problem because it doesn’t feel urgent to them, 
or because they’re not sure what to do,  or because they don’t think they can 
do something that will make a real difference and when, instead, they persist 
in asking “Lord, what do you want me to do?” and then they do it - maybe 
not because they are sure of themselves but because they are walking by 
faith.   

If you are inspired by this story and you want to look harder at the 
problem of homelessness in our city, there is actually good news in 
Jacksonville on this issue.  In the last 10 years, the coordinated efforts of 
several agencies working to eliminate homelessness in Jacksonville have 
resulted in a 32% reduction in homelessness compared to the national 
reduction average of 10 percent.  This local success includes an 82 percent 
reduction in homeless veterans, a 46 percent reduction in homeless families 
and a 60 percent reduction in the chronically homeless.  There is still work 
to do, though. More community support is needed and creating more 
affordable housing options is one of the greatest needs.  You can learn more 
about what has been done and what still needs to be done in our city, by 
looking up and reading the 2020 Jacksonville Homelessness Report that you 
can find on the United Way of NE Fl webpage.  In addition to looking at this 
resource, though, our Outreach Ministry has come up with another way to 
take a step of faith and to take action when it comes to helping the homeless, 
and I want to tell you about that now.    

 Over the past three weeks, members of the ministry have been 
leading us to ask the question, “What can I do to help?  How can I be an 
everyday saint?”  As Chuck Martin mentioned two weeks ago, most all social 
workers agree that in those situations when we come across a homeless 



person asking for help the best thing to do is to get them to a shelter so they 
can help solve the problem holistically.  They can help the person not just 
with housing, but also medical care and job training they may need. 
  In the spirit of being part of the solution to homelessness, our Outreach 
Ministry has come up with a simple plan that they hope we will be able to 
embrace.  Simply stated it’s to show empathy for what they are going 
through, and ask the question, “Do you need food or shelter?” If the answer 
is yes, then you can hand them these directions which are in your 
bulletin.  Keep a few copies of these directions in the side pocket of the car 
door so they are readily available. Between the Clara White Mission and the 
Sulzbacher Center, they can get three meals a day and an array of services 
to help them. There is also an information sheet about this program that will 
be good to review. 

The key to this exchange is sincere empathy.  Maintain eye contact 
and speak sincerely, and one of two things will happen.  They’ll take the 
directions and thank you, or they will decline them.  And with either response, 
we can be at peace knowing that in that moment we took the right step to 
help solve the problem.  

Now, if you are in Mandarin when this happens, that’s a pretty long 
haul to get downtown if you don’t have a car.  To overcome that, we have a 
possible solution and that is to offer them a one-day bus pass.  Will the bus 
pass work?  We aren’t sure…  To find out, we need your help.   The plan 
was to have a limited number of passes available today, but the passes won’t 
be available until next Sunday because we are finishing the approval process 
to get bulk discounts from JTA.  Once we get feedback on the effectiveness 
of the bus-pass over the next few months, we can then take steps to 
formalize how we distribute the bus passes going forward.   
  We don’t know how all of this will work out, but we don’t have to know 
what the outcome will be before we can step out and take action.  That is 
where our faith comes in.  What we do know is that God cares for our 
homeless neighbors and that God calls us to love them.  Amen.    
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Throughout the year there are days that have been set apart on our 

denominational church calendar for celebrating particular gifts that God has 
given to the church, and for recognizing special ministries, and for calling our 
attention to certain needs in our communities and in the world.  One of those 
days is Hunger and Homelessness Sunday.  Today is not the day that our 
denomination has designated for focusing on homelessness, but it is the day 
that we are choosing to focus on it in our church and there are a few reasons 
why that is.   

For one thing, we are in Lent and traditionally the church has 
emphasized the spiritual disciplines of prayer, fasting, and almsgiving during 
this season.  Considering those who might be in need of our giving and 
generosity seems appropriate then, during a season in which we are 
encouraged to practice generosity toward the poor.   

A second reason is because many of us have the luxury of being able 
to put the issue of homelessness on the back burner of our minds.  We are 
aware that people are homeless, but when a problem isn’t my personal 
problem at a given moment, I don’t necessarily feel a sense of urgency about 
it and that can translate into inaction.  Taking some time this morning to talk 
about homelessness gives us an opportunity then to bring the issue off of 
the back burner to the front of our minds, and maybe if we look with fresh 
eyes we will feel inspired or challenged to take some action.  

And finally, a third reason for designating today as a day to focus on 
homelessness is because our Outreach Ministry has come up with a practical 
plan and tool for us to use when we encounter homeless people who ask for 
our help, and as a way to prepare ourselves to participate in this project, it 
felt like it would be helpful to talk about the issue and to listen to what God 
has to say to us about it.   

We listened to two passages of Scripture this morning.  The first was 
from the book of Isaiah and in the Scripture, we hear both God’s concern for 
the poor and God’s expectations of His people.  Isaiah is trying to get the 
people’s attention and awaken them from complacency.  They were going 
through the motions of being religious, but their actions, or lack of actions on 
behalf of the vulnerable in particular, proved that their hearts were actually 
far from God.  In the passage from James, we heard a similar theme.  Faith 
without deeds is dead, he says, and as an example he says if you see 



someone in need and you wish them well but don’t do anything to help meet 
the need, it reveals a lack of genuine faith.  These are not unfamiliar 
passages of Scripture for many of us, and I expect that lots of you can tell 
stories about how you have helped people with their needs because you take 
these words and all of God’s words seriously.  What I also expect, though, is 
that lots of us have probably had times when these words rang in our heads 
at the same time that we were avoiding eye contact with a homeless person 
who wanted our attention or when we knew we had some cash in our pocket 
but said to the man or woman who was asking, “I don’t have any cash with 
me.”  Maybe that’s just me, but when that happens to me, I have to ask 
myself what does this mean?  I know that God sees and cares for this person 
that I am avoiding eye contact with so why am I avoiding the person?  And I 
know that faith and love find expression in my actions so why am I holding 
on to $3 that I could afford to give away?   

If I’m honest, I have to admit that sometimes it is a matter of 
selfishness.  I don’t want to be bothered or inconvenienced and, frankly, 
sometimes I kind of resent that I can’t just sit at an intersection or walk into 
a grocery store without someone imposing on me.  It’s not always this 
though.  It is true that there are scammers out there, and it is also true that 
at best giving someone a few dollars may provide them with some sort of 
temporary comfort, but it doesn’t solve their problems.  Even worse, it can 
enable people and de-incentivize them to get the help they really need.  For 
these good reasons, I don’t always help.  It may be sensible in most cases 
to avoid giving hand-outs, but we are challenged by God’s word not to leave 
it at that.  God’s word pushes us to ask the next question.  If handing out 
pocket change isn’t the most effective way to love and help my neighbor, 
then what is?  What can be done and what is it that you are calling me to do 
to help?  Of course, it’s easier not to ask these questions, and when we do, 
it can be difficult to discern the answer.    Homelessness and the need for 
affordable housing are complex problems that don’t stand alone.  There are 
layers of issues, and people have different convictions about what is the best 
way to help.  The important thing is that we do ask the questions and that we 
do ask the Holy Spirit to help us ask the questions honestly and to respond 
faithfully to the guidance and answers that he provides.  When we do this, 
we may be surprised at how the Spirit leads us.  The story of the Presbyterian 
Church of Astoria in Queens, NY is a wonderful illustration of how God leads 
and empowers His people to meet needs in the community when they are 
asking, “How, Lord?” and when they are willing to follow Jesus however he 
leads.  



The church was organized in 1846 and built it’s building in 1922.  Like 
lots of Presbyterian Churches, the church had its peak attendance during the 
50’s and afterwards began a slow decline.  By the early 2000’s the 
neighborhood had changed, the membership had shrunk to about 50 people, 
and the cost of maintaining the building was becoming an impossible 
burden.  When they realized that it was going to cost between $1 and $3 
million dollars to save their building, the church realized that they were going 
to have to make some big decisions, so the session gave their pastor at the 
time the power to start looking at options.   

The story becomes interesting at this point because the pastor began 
to explore options for the future by going to the community and asking what 
their needs were and what they might like to see happen with the church 
property.  Here he learned that there was a need in their community for 
affordable housing so he went back to the church and asked for permission 
to do a study to see if it would be possible to put some sort of affordable 
housing on the church’s property.  The church didn’t want to lose the 
building, but they did want to serve their community.  At the same time, 
commercial real estate developers were telling them that it wasn’t worth it to 
them to develop only a portion of the property.  They wanted it all and they 
wanted the church to take their money and get out.  

The pastor continued to do some research at that point and discovered 
an old zoning law that had been written during the era of the Great 
Depression that was still in effect.  The law said that the church could build 
a larger building on their property if it was a “senior domiciliary” which means 
affordable housing for senior citizens.  The law was written at a time when 
seniors without pensions or any other form of income were struggling to 
support themselves.  The pastor recognized that people in their community 
were in the same situation all these years later and remembering his initial 
conversations with city representatives he knew that affordable housing for 
seniors was exactly what their neighborhood and city needed.   

After a few other providential events that the pastor recognized as 
God’s hand guiding them toward building the apartments, he went back to 
the church and the presbytery and said, “Listen, we have a sanctuary that 
seats 500 people and there are only about 50 of us.  This isn’t good 
stewardship.  God has put us here for a reason.”  Some in the congregation 
were against the idea of replacing their historic church building with an 
apartment building, and there was conflict, but ultimately a majority voted to 
build a new building that would house 100 seniors.  The community board 
said that it believed 4000 people would apply to live in the building.  The 
pastor said, “Presbyteries are overwhelmed by all these churches that just 



want to survive.  But Jesus said, ‘those who want to save their life will lose 
it, those who lose their life for the sake of the gospel will save it.’  The majority 
of us decided we would take that quite literally.”  (Seebeck, Paul.  “Finding 
Vision for the Future by Discerning the Past.” 
www.pcusa.org/smallchurch).   I came across this story several years ago, 
when all of the decisions had been made but nothing had happened yet, but 
today, the historic building is gone, and it has been replaced with the 
apartment building for seniors.  On their church website it says, “After selling 
its buildings in 2005 to make way for affordable senior housing, Astoria First 
has been reborn. The community is now vibrant, diverse, and steadily 
growing.” 

Of course what happened at that church isn’t necessarily the model for 
all churches, but I love the story and I told it today because it reminds us that 
sometimes God does some really amazing and unexpected things. God’s 
people don’t turn away from a problem because it doesn’t feel urgent to them, 
or because they’re not sure what to do,  or because they don’t think they can 
do something that will make a real difference and when, instead, they persist 
in asking “Lord, what do you want me to do?” and then they do it - maybe 
not because they are sure of themselves but because they are walking by 
faith.   

If you are inspired by this story and you want to look harder at the 
problem of homelessness in our city, there is actually good news in 
Jacksonville on this issue.  In the last 10 years, the coordinated efforts of 
several agencies working to eliminate homelessness in Jacksonville have 
resulted in a 32% reduction in homelessness compared to the national 
reduction average of 10 percent.  This local success includes an 82 percent 
reduction in homeless veterans, a 46 percent reduction in homeless families 
and a 60 percent reduction in the chronically homeless.  There is still work 
to do, though. More community support is needed and creating more 
affordable housing options is one of the greatest needs.  You can learn more 
about what has been done and what still needs to be done in our city, by 
looking up and reading the 2020 Jacksonville Homelessness Report that you 
can find on the United Way of NE Fl webpage.  In addition to looking at this 
resource, though, our Outreach Ministry has come up with another way to 
take a step of faith and to take action when it comes to helping the homeless, 
and I want to tell you about that now.    

 Over the past three weeks, members of the ministry have been 
leading us to ask the question, “What can I do to help?  How can I be an 
everyday saint?”  As Chuck Martin mentioned two weeks ago, most all social 
workers agree that in those situations when we come across a homeless 



person asking for help the best thing to do is to get them to a shelter so they 
can help solve the problem holistically.  They can help the person not just 
with housing, but also medical care and job training they may need. 
  In the spirit of being part of the solution to homelessness, our Outreach 
Ministry has come up with a simple plan that they hope we will be able to 
embrace.  Simply stated it’s to show empathy for what they are going 
through, and ask the question, “Do you need food or shelter?” If the answer 
is yes, then you can hand them these directions which are in your 
bulletin.  Keep a few copies of these directions in the side pocket of the car 
door so they are readily available. Between the Clara White Mission and the 
Sulzbacher Center, they can get three meals a day and an array of services 
to help them. There is also an information sheet about this program that will 
be good to review. 

The key to this exchange is sincere empathy.  Maintain eye contact 
and speak sincerely, and one of two things will happen.  They’ll take the 
directions and thank you, or they will decline them.  And with either response, 
we can be at peace knowing that in that moment we took the right step to 
help solve the problem.  

Now, if you are in Mandarin when this happens, that’s a pretty long 
haul to get downtown if you don’t have a car.  To overcome that, we have a 
possible solution and that is to offer them a one-day bus pass.  Will the bus 
pass work?  We aren’t sure…  To find out, we need your help.   The plan 
was to have a limited number of passes available today, but the passes won’t 
be available until next Sunday because we are finishing the approval process 
to get bulk discounts from JTA.  Once we get feedback on the effectiveness 
of the bus-pass over the next few months, we can then take steps to 
formalize how we distribute the bus passes going forward.   
  We don’t know how all of this will work out, but we don’t have to know 
what the outcome will be before we can step out and take action.  That is 
where our faith comes in.  What we do know is that God cares for our 
homeless neighbors and that God calls us to love them.  Amen.    
  
  
 

 



 Homeless Helpers 
Isaiah 58:6-12, James 2:14-26 

Rev. Joy W. Laughridge 
March 21, 2021 

 
Throughout the year there are days that have been set apart on our 

denominational church calendar for celebrating particular gifts that God has 
given to the church, and for recognizing special ministries, and for calling our 
attention to certain needs in our communities and in the world.  One of those 
days is Hunger and Homelessness Sunday.  Today is not the day that our 
denomination has designated for focusing on homelessness, but it is the day 
that we are choosing to focus on it in our church and there are a few reasons 
why that is.   

For one thing, we are in Lent and traditionally the church has 
emphasized the spiritual disciplines of prayer, fasting, and almsgiving during 
this season.  Considering those who might be in need of our giving and 
generosity seems appropriate then, during a season in which we are 
encouraged to practice generosity toward the poor.   

A second reason is because many of us have the luxury of being able 
to put the issue of homelessness on the back burner of our minds.  We are 
aware that people are homeless, but when a problem isn’t my personal 
problem at a given moment, I don’t necessarily feel a sense of urgency about 
it and that can translate into inaction.  Taking some time this morning to talk 
about homelessness gives us an opportunity then to bring the issue off of 
the back burner to the front of our minds, and maybe if we look with fresh 
eyes we will feel inspired or challenged to take some action.  

And finally, a third reason for designating today as a day to focus on 
homelessness is because our Outreach Ministry has come up with a practical 
plan and tool for us to use when we encounter homeless people who ask for 
our help, and as a way to prepare ourselves to participate in this project, it 
felt like it would be helpful to talk about the issue and to listen to what God 
has to say to us about it.   

We listened to two passages of Scripture this morning.  The first was 
from the book of Isaiah and in the Scripture, we hear both God’s concern for 
the poor and God’s expectations of His people.  Isaiah is trying to get the 
people’s attention and awaken them from complacency.  They were going 
through the motions of being religious, but their actions, or lack of actions on 
behalf of the vulnerable in particular, proved that their hearts were actually 
far from God.  In the passage from James, we heard a similar theme.  Faith 
without deeds is dead, he says, and as an example he says if you see 



someone in need and you wish them well but don’t do anything to help meet 
the need, it reveals a lack of genuine faith.  These are not unfamiliar 
passages of Scripture for many of us, and I expect that lots of you can tell 
stories about how you have helped people with their needs because you take 
these words and all of God’s words seriously.  What I also expect, though, is 
that lots of us have probably had times when these words rang in our heads 
at the same time that we were avoiding eye contact with a homeless person 
who wanted our attention or when we knew we had some cash in our pocket 
but said to the man or woman who was asking, “I don’t have any cash with 
me.”  Maybe that’s just me, but when that happens to me, I have to ask 
myself what does this mean?  I know that God sees and cares for this person 
that I am avoiding eye contact with so why am I avoiding the person?  And I 
know that faith and love find expression in my actions so why am I holding 
on to $3 that I could afford to give away?   

If I’m honest, I have to admit that sometimes it is a matter of 
selfishness.  I don’t want to be bothered or inconvenienced and, frankly, 
sometimes I kind of resent that I can’t just sit at an intersection or walk into 
a grocery store without someone imposing on me.  It’s not always this 
though.  It is true that there are scammers out there, and it is also true that 
at best giving someone a few dollars may provide them with some sort of 
temporary comfort, but it doesn’t solve their problems.  Even worse, it can 
enable people and de-incentivize them to get the help they really need.  For 
these good reasons, I don’t always help.  It may be sensible in most cases 
to avoid giving hand-outs, but we are challenged by God’s word not to leave 
it at that.  God’s word pushes us to ask the next question.  If handing out 
pocket change isn’t the most effective way to love and help my neighbor, 
then what is?  What can be done and what is it that you are calling me to do 
to help?  Of course, it’s easier not to ask these questions, and when we do, 
it can be difficult to discern the answer.    Homelessness and the need for 
affordable housing are complex problems that don’t stand alone.  There are 
layers of issues, and people have different convictions about what is the best 
way to help.  The important thing is that we do ask the questions and that we 
do ask the Holy Spirit to help us ask the questions honestly and to respond 
faithfully to the guidance and answers that he provides.  When we do this, 
we may be surprised at how the Spirit leads us.  The story of the Presbyterian 
Church of Astoria in Queens, NY is a wonderful illustration of how God leads 
and empowers His people to meet needs in the community when they are 
asking, “How, Lord?” and when they are willing to follow Jesus however he 
leads.  



The church was organized in 1846 and built it’s building in 1922.  Like 
lots of Presbyterian Churches, the church had its peak attendance during the 
50’s and afterwards began a slow decline.  By the early 2000’s the 
neighborhood had changed, the membership had shrunk to about 50 people, 
and the cost of maintaining the building was becoming an impossible 
burden.  When they realized that it was going to cost between $1 and $3 
million dollars to save their building, the church realized that they were going 
to have to make some big decisions, so the session gave their pastor at the 
time the power to start looking at options.   

The story becomes interesting at this point because the pastor began 
to explore options for the future by going to the community and asking what 
their needs were and what they might like to see happen with the church 
property.  Here he learned that there was a need in their community for 
affordable housing so he went back to the church and asked for permission 
to do a study to see if it would be possible to put some sort of affordable 
housing on the church’s property.  The church didn’t want to lose the 
building, but they did want to serve their community.  At the same time, 
commercial real estate developers were telling them that it wasn’t worth it to 
them to develop only a portion of the property.  They wanted it all and they 
wanted the church to take their money and get out.  

The pastor continued to do some research at that point and discovered 
an old zoning law that had been written during the era of the Great 
Depression that was still in effect.  The law said that the church could build 
a larger building on their property if it was a “senior domiciliary” which means 
affordable housing for senior citizens.  The law was written at a time when 
seniors without pensions or any other form of income were struggling to 
support themselves.  The pastor recognized that people in their community 
were in the same situation all these years later and remembering his initial 
conversations with city representatives he knew that affordable housing for 
seniors was exactly what their neighborhood and city needed.   

After a few other providential events that the pastor recognized as 
God’s hand guiding them toward building the apartments, he went back to 
the church and the presbytery and said, “Listen, we have a sanctuary that 
seats 500 people and there are only about 50 of us.  This isn’t good 
stewardship.  God has put us here for a reason.”  Some in the congregation 
were against the idea of replacing their historic church building with an 
apartment building, and there was conflict, but ultimately a majority voted to 
build a new building that would house 100 seniors.  The community board 
said that it believed 4000 people would apply to live in the building.  The 
pastor said, “Presbyteries are overwhelmed by all these churches that just 



want to survive.  But Jesus said, ‘those who want to save their life will lose 
it, those who lose their life for the sake of the gospel will save it.’  The majority 
of us decided we would take that quite literally.”  (Seebeck, Paul.  “Finding 
Vision for the Future by Discerning the Past.” 
www.pcusa.org/smallchurch).   I came across this story several years ago, 
when all of the decisions had been made but nothing had happened yet, but 
today, the historic building is gone, and it has been replaced with the 
apartment building for seniors.  On their church website it says, “After selling 
its buildings in 2005 to make way for affordable senior housing, Astoria First 
has been reborn. The community is now vibrant, diverse, and steadily 
growing.” 

Of course what happened at that church isn’t necessarily the model for 
all churches, but I love the story and I told it today because it reminds us that 
sometimes God does some really amazing and unexpected things. God’s 
people don’t turn away from a problem because it doesn’t feel urgent to them, 
or because they’re not sure what to do,  or because they don’t think they can 
do something that will make a real difference and when, instead, they persist 
in asking “Lord, what do you want me to do?” and then they do it - maybe 
not because they are sure of themselves but because they are walking by 
faith.   

If you are inspired by this story and you want to look harder at the 
problem of homelessness in our city, there is actually good news in 
Jacksonville on this issue.  In the last 10 years, the coordinated efforts of 
several agencies working to eliminate homelessness in Jacksonville have 
resulted in a 32% reduction in homelessness compared to the national 
reduction average of 10 percent.  This local success includes an 82 percent 
reduction in homeless veterans, a 46 percent reduction in homeless families 
and a 60 percent reduction in the chronically homeless.  There is still work 
to do, though. More community support is needed and creating more 
affordable housing options is one of the greatest needs.  You can learn more 
about what has been done and what still needs to be done in our city, by 
looking up and reading the 2020 Jacksonville Homelessness Report that you 
can find on the United Way of NE Fl webpage.  In addition to looking at this 
resource, though, our Outreach Ministry has come up with another way to 
take a step of faith and to take action when it comes to helping the homeless, 
and I want to tell you about that now.    

 Over the past three weeks, members of the ministry have been 
leading us to ask the question, “What can I do to help?  How can I be an 
everyday saint?”  As Chuck Martin mentioned two weeks ago, most all social 
workers agree that in those situations when we come across a homeless 



person asking for help the best thing to do is to get them to a shelter so they 
can help solve the problem holistically.  They can help the person not just 
with housing, but also medical care and job training they may need. 
  In the spirit of being part of the solution to homelessness, our Outreach 
Ministry has come up with a simple plan that they hope we will be able to 
embrace.  Simply stated it’s to show empathy for what they are going 
through, and ask the question, “Do you need food or shelter?” If the answer 
is yes, then you can hand them these directions which are in your 
bulletin.  Keep a few copies of these directions in the side pocket of the car 
door so they are readily available. Between the Clara White Mission and the 
Sulzbacher Center, they can get three meals a day and an array of services 
to help them. There is also an information sheet about this program that will 
be good to review. 

The key to this exchange is sincere empathy.  Maintain eye contact 
and speak sincerely, and one of two things will happen.  They’ll take the 
directions and thank you, or they will decline them.  And with either response, 
we can be at peace knowing that in that moment we took the right step to 
help solve the problem.  

Now, if you are in Mandarin when this happens, that’s a pretty long 
haul to get downtown if you don’t have a car.  To overcome that, we have a 
possible solution and that is to offer them a one-day bus pass.  Will the bus 
pass work?  We aren’t sure…  To find out, we need your help.   The plan 
was to have a limited number of passes available today, but the passes won’t 
be available until next Sunday because we are finishing the approval process 
to get bulk discounts from JTA.  Once we get feedback on the effectiveness 
of the bus-pass over the next few months, we can then take steps to 
formalize how we distribute the bus passes going forward.   
  We don’t know how all of this will work out, but we don’t have to know 
what the outcome will be before we can step out and take action.  That is 
where our faith comes in.  What we do know is that God cares for our 
homeless neighbors and that God calls us to love them.  Amen.    
  
  
 

 


