Sunday 1 February: 
The Presentation of Christ in the Temple and Homelessness Sunday 

Readings Mal 3.1-5; Luke 2.22-40

SEEING AND NOT SEEING
Teach us, O Lord, to see. Amen.
During the wilderness months of re-building, nearly everything on this site moved somewhere else. Had Jesus come to this temple then, he might have been redirected to St Mary-le-Bow. Simeon would have been somewhere else entirely and the course of history changed. But one thing stayed. Through it all 100 staff, and more than 100 volunteers,  kept going here the work of the Connection – the charity at St Martin’s whose vision is to end street homelessness. 
The Connection has had a cold and busy New Year. Today’s cold snap could again see 90 sheltering overnight in a centre designed for 40. Over 60 years old, the Connection and its predecessors are part of radical social action at this place going back at least to 1916. Possibly to 1534, as Jane Whitley suggests in her account of social care here. A bargain at £2 in our bookshop, since Jane may well have been keeping this place in order even in 1534. I go back a mere 25 years, when I was a volunteer, and then 20 years ago, when with the late Bob Isles, Jane and others, we founded what is now the Friends of the Connection. 
A lot changes in 20 years. I wanted to see what goes on now. Let me take you back to one visit I did on 14 October last. 
Adrian and I set off at 8pm: it’s cool, dark and damp but not raining. Adrian smokes roll-ups, and every now and again we pause on a street corner, while he does his magic trick with his tobacco tin and papers. For two hours we walk up and round Covent Garden, Embankment and Charing Cross, while the night life swirls around us. Adrian was a retail manager in Oxford, but found it dissatisfying. Now he is in social services, in London and on the Connection’s night outreach team. 
We break off and I do my impersonation of Prince Phillip while Adrian talks to someone he knows – or someone he doesn’t know. Slowly it dawns on me that if you sleep out around here, much sooner than I had ever imagined you will be known. Someone like Adrian will say hello, or if you are sleeping you may wake to find a card from him tucked into your coat. The process might take days, but anywhere in London you could wait days for someone just to say hello. If you want help, Adrian will try to do that, and if you don’t, he’ll just offer to chat. 
For the fourth night running the team are looking out for a young man, for whom a hostel place in Dean Street has opened up. By Covent Garden a chatty American woman, a resident of our streets, half maternal and half seductive, puts her hand curiously on my arm. An ex-Serviceman in his 30s has a lively night ahead, and shows off his German by reciting the days of the week. Sadly the journey from serving your country to homelessness seems no less travelled than 25 years ago.

Sometimes there’s good news. This week, Connection staff are over the moon. A client they have known for years has decided to pack it in: ‘I’m 60 next year. I get my pension. Could you help me find a flat?’ And sometimes there’s bad news. Adrian remembers a client whose legs are badly scarred. Lying in a doorway, someone poured lighter fuel over and lit it.
It’s common to wonder why someone might choose to sleep rough. Each of us can only guess at that for ourselves. Thank God most of us do not have to. If it were me, it might be something to do with seeing and not seeing: seeing and being able to bear no longer the hypocrisies of organised social life; preferring to make plain and open how we all pass by and do not see each other; that mixture of brutal honesty and brutal dishonesty to which alcohol opens the door. 

It’s common also to want to help. You can volunteer. These days the Connection’s volunteering scheme wins awards: I’m sure 25 years ago no-one got an award for finding me. Volunteers and their skills are matched to roles and time commitments, and often there is a queue. That’s good news: it means a good service for our clients, and that all sorts of people outside here want to join in.
You can donate. So, at 10 o’clock on 28 February, a volunteer team of bell-ringers will ring a full peal here in aid of the Connection. That’s 5,000 changes without any repetition, and will take more than three hours. They’d like your sponsorship: I have the forms.
In May, you can spend all or part of a long weekend on a pilgrimage from here to Canterbury, raising money and walking with other supporters and with people who have experience of homelessness. Having been trained in management, I immediately delegated the pilgrimage to my mother-in-law, Pat. A year ago today, when she turned seventeen (well, it sounds like seventeen), she decided to do the whole thing, Friday to Monday. It’s always held over a bank holiday in order to be sure of rain. She didn’t think she could do it. Now she says she wouldn’t have missed it for the world. A companion who she thought was an important business person, turned out to be homeless; and vice versa. 
Or, in early December, you can spend two hours on the telephone accepting gifts from strangers which average £50 a time. These are donations for the Vicar’s Christmas Appeal on Radio 4, half of which goes to the Connection and half responds to needs nationwide. My wife and I helped start the phone lines off, but Craig Norman now masterminds an operation like the D-Day landings, with about 90 people volunteering on the longest day. In total this year’s Appeal has passed £720,000. This year Craig may be hunting for help as early as October: quite right, since trained shoppers know that is when Christmas really begins.
And you can belong to the Connection’s Friends. With no staff, we are quite simply 1,400 people around the country who have chosen to be committed to the Connection, to hear about its work and to support it when we can. If you are not yet a Friend, please join. In modest measure Adrian works in your name: your name on one of the pink forms in the pews would make that real. More than £2m real, if you total up all the funds produced by the Friends for the Connection.
Today’s gospel makes me think about seeing and not seeing. Last week St Paul saw, became blind and then saw in a new way. Today, Simeon makes his famous exclamation:

... now you are dismissing your servant in peace ... for my eyes have seen your salvation. (Luke 2:29-30)

Isaiah’s exclamation after a vision of the Lord in the temple is rather different:

Woe is me! ... my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts! (Isaiah 6:5)

In Isaiah the people listen but do not comprehend, look but do not understand: and the Lord says,
stop their ears, and shut their eyes (Isaiah 6:9-10).

Christianity is in some ways the story of the God who likes dressing up. (Dressing up, please note, not pretending.) The infant in the crib. The child in the temple. The burning bush. The column of smoke. The Lord whom Isaiah sees, the hem of his robe filling the temple and attended by six-winged seraphs. And not least the incident when Martin, a Roman soldier in the fourth century, encounters a beggar cold and naked on a day like this one.  He cuts his cloak in two and gives half to the beggar, who returns to him in a dream as Christ. 
What does it take to see, like Isaiah and Simeon and Anna and Martin, rather than not see? It seems to me something like commitment: seeing in such a way that what we see might change us.  
It’s seeing with commitment that rings in these famous words from Memphis, Tennessee, on the evening before Dr King’s assassination:
... He’s allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I’ve looked over. And I’ve seen the promised land. I may not get there with you ... I’m happy tonight, I’m not worried about anything. I’m not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.

That’s what Simeon is saying: Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.  
Does a pink piece of paper seem too small a commitment in the face of too big a problem? But there is no such thing as a small commitment to love and justice. Open your eyes even the tiniest amount, and you do not know how you will be changed. Volunteering here changed my life. When later things threatened to fall apart for me, it was the director of the social work staff who pointed me towards therapy.
I doubt I have ever seen more Christ-like work than Adrian’s, moving from doorway to doorway, calling people by name, turning away when not wanted. As is ever God’s way, it is work done through believers and non-believers, through Jews and Gentiles, saints and sinners. And without knowing it, Adrian changed my picture of Jesus. I don’t suppose Jesus smoked roll-ups, but that night I saw something eerily similar between Adrian and his roll-ups and Jesus and his parables. I can imagine walking for two hours with Jesus up and round Covent Garden, Embankment and Charing Cross, while the night life swirls around us. Suddenly he stops on a street corner, gets out his tin of experience, straightens out his words, moistens his lips, lights a flame and says – ‘Listen! A sower went out to sow.’
Teach us, O Lord, to see. Amen.
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