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Let me thank Mary Baard for this opportunity to speak with you.  She 
knows I don’t get to Sunday worship very often.  When a few years ago I 
was offered a job at Preble Street, I knew it would include working on 
Sundays.  I told Mary it would mean I’d have to miss church.  She 
responded with a smile, “Don’t worry:  I know some other people who work 
on Sundays”. 
 

#  # 
 

The house where I grew up in Seattle is near Roanoke Park, a block-sized 
city park with bike paths, trees to climb on, a swing set, a water fountain, 
and some grassy fields that were a perfect size for football, baseball or 
kickball.  Those were the days before soccer and ultimate Frisbee.   My 
friends and I used to spend most of our weekend days there at Roanoke 
Park, riding bikes, playing football, and climbing the cedar trees with 
boughs that curved toward the ground and were easy to ride. 
 
One day when I was about ten years old I saw a slightly disheveled older 
man pacing around the park and occasionally stopping to watch us play.  
My friends and I had been taught not to talk with strangers, so none of us 
approached him, but we decided he wasn’t very scary looking.  After a 
while, one of my friends came up to me and said “did you see what he put 
in that garbage can?”  Once the man left and the coast was clear, we went 
over to the garbage can and I picked up a large, fully completed oil 
painting.   
 
It was a view of a snow covered mountain and a stream of water running 
through shadowy pools on its way to the valley below; one of those large 
paint-by-number paintings that takes hours of concentration and immense 
patience to finish.  I took it home for safekeeping.   
 
Later I noticed that there was a name, address and phone number on the 
back of the painting.  I decided to call and tell them that the painting had 
been found.  This was before answering machines or voice mail.  It took 
several tries before I reached someone on the other end of the line.  Is 
Erwin there?  We found his painting and would like to return it to him. 
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“Oh, Erwin doesn’t live here anymore.”  “Where does he live then, so we 
can get the painting back to him?”  “I have no idea.  He left here a few 
weeks ago.” 

Then it occurred to me:  Erwin was the man in the park.  He had thrown 
away his own painting.  The man had been a little strange, for sure.  But he 
hadn’t seemed dangerous.  Why was he pacing around the park?  Why had 
he rejected his own work?  His own roommate didn’t seem to care what 
had happened to him.  Where was he now?  Didn’t he have a family?   I 
never found out, and I never saw Erwin again.   

That happened many years ago, but my sense of mystery mixed with 
compassion stayed with me.  Partly out of curiosity, and partly out of a 
genuine desire to help, I started paying more attention to people living in 
the shadows.   

I began a lifelong journey of volunteering in whatever community I was 
living.  That journey led me to volunteer work at a telephone suicide 
prevention hotline, a community organizer in a national program called 
VISTA with a nursing home reform movement, a literacy trainer, a 
gardener, church lay leader, and a chaperone on youth choir trips.  Shortly 
after my wife and I moved to Portland, I volunteered one day a week as a 
dishwasher at Preble Street Teen Center. 

Whenever I think about volunteering, it’s not so much because I want to do 
good but because I enjoy community, I have some skills to offer, and 
because I am curious about other people.  I usually grow very fond of the 
population I serve and yet I always feel there is more to learn about them.  
Just like in a painting, there are shadows in our understanding of other 
people.  As a volunteer I have learned to accept the shadowy parts of the 
lives of others.   
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Volunteering often leads to other opportunities, and in my case, serving 
lunch at the Preble Street Teen Center in Portland led to a full time job at 
the agency.   I work with homeless teens and my job title is “caseworker”.   
Preble Street, founded in 1975, provides accessible, barrier-free services to 
empower people experiencing problems with homelessness, housing, 
hunger and poverty.  Part of Preble Street’s mission is to advocate for 
solutions to these problems.  “Barrier-free” in this context means that even 
if clients (as we call the kids we work with) are mentally ill, or rude, or they 
use drugs or alcohol, we will still try to find a way to work with them. 

Very often I like and admire the clients I work with, but there is much that I 
don’t know about them, or even what it’s like to be homeless.  Let me tell 
you some stories about the people I work with. 

One client, a seventeen year old Sunni Muslim I shall call Ali, is looking for 
a home of his own.  He has no family or relatives in Maine.  His father lives 
in Iraq.  He last saw his mother in Syria two years ago, and he doesn’t 
know if she is alive or dead.  Ali told me that in Iraq someone tried to kill 
him.  A bomb exploded only a few feet from where he was walking.  He 
says he is lucky to be alive.   

Ali is troubled about the other teens he has met at the Teen Center.  He 
asked me why Americans who grow up in families, go to grade school and 
live in relative safety would “choose” homelessness.   There is no easy 
answer to that question.  When people ask me, the response I most often 
give is that our clients often feel safer couch surfing, living hand to mouth 
and surviving day to day in the community of other homeless youth than 
living at home.  Maybe they suffered trauma in their early childhood; maybe 
they are struggling with their gender identity; maybe they are wrestling with 
inner demons.  We can’t always know, and yet that should not prevent us 
from guiding them to a better life. 
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My clients help me understand what being homeless is like.  I was sitting 
one evening with an 18 year old girl I’ll call Montana.  I became aware of a 
smell something like vomit, and I asked her very hesitantly if she had been 
sick.  Her head fell back in laughter, and she said with delight, “oh, that’s 
just my stinky feet.  My boots leak and I can never get my feet dry.  The 
smell doesn’t bother me – I grew up with three brothers.”  And so I learned 
that when you are homeless it’s hard to stay clean and dry.   

We don’t always notice people who are suffering, nor do we always 
recognize that a person is suffering.  They are often living in the shadows.  
And sometimes even when we do notice them they hide their suffering out 
of shame or embarrassment.  To be homeless is to live with the constant 
threat of ridicule and danger.  One of the most important things we offer 
homeless teens is a safe place to eat, to shower, to wash their clothes, and 
to spend the night.  But even we who work with them every day cannot 
always understand what troubles the teens we work with.    

The Bible can give us a sense of what it is like to suffer inside.  Another 
translation of the Psalm verses we just listened to goes like this: 

“I have become a reproach to all my enemies and even to my neighbors, 
dismay to those of my acquaintance; when they see me in the street they 
avoid me.  I am forgotten like a dead man, out of mind; I am as useless as 
a broken pot.” 

After all these years I wonder if that describes how Erwin the painter felt.  
Why would he throw his own work away?  We can’t always know.  But at 
least we can listen, and respond with compassion, and try to help them find 
a way out of the shadows. 
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Sometimes the best we can do is just sit with somebody.  My client Barbara 
struggled with huge mood swings.  One moment she was cheerful and 
chatty, and the next she would go into a screaming rage.  In one of her 
rages, though I wasn’t there to see it, she threw a brick through a police 
station window.  At that particular moment, it was the only way she could 
find to ask for help.  As Barbara approached her 21st birthday, she knew 
that soon she would no longer be eligible for services at the Teen Center.  
We call it “aging out”.  We went together to visit Florence House, a shelter 
for adult women.  She was worried about how she would get along with 
older homeless women.  Before we got on the bus, we stopped at CVS to 
get a soda because it was a hot day.   We didn’t talk very much, but it was 
okay, we just kept each other company. 

A few days later Barbara “aged out” of Teen Services and moved on to 
Florence House.  Before she left, she gave us this poem that she wrote:   

There is a light at . . .  
The end of this darkness . . .  
And it brings me hope. .  . 
That this dark will soon end. 
 
There is a light at . . .  
The end of this tunnel . . .  
It isn’t as far as . . .  
Before when it was . . .  
Just a tiny dot, but . . .  
It brings me hope . . .  
I never thought I . . .  
Would feel again. 
 
I will keep fighting . . .  
My way to the light . . .  
Because I can’t give up . . .  
Not now when I see . . .  
The light of day. 
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I will keep fighting . . . 
For my right to be . . .  
Happy and healthy to be . . .  
Myself in this world . . .  
Because I deserve to . . .  
Be able to be me. 
 
It has been a joy to work with people like Ali, Montana and Barbara.  I have 
been blessed to serve others in my journey as a volunteer, and I know the 
same is true for many others in the congregation here today.   

I salute the incoming confirmation class and I hope for you that you too will 
discover the sense of mystery and compassion that comes to us when we 
begin to notice people who are suffering.   Beth Thompson from our 
congregation works with community organizations like the Soup Kitchen 
where there are opportunities for young people to serve.  She and I will join 
you in the Fellowship Hall a few minutes after the service to try to answer 
any questions you may have about volunteering in this community. 

Amen.   


