May 2, 2010                  5th Sunday of Easter               John 13: 33-35
Dear Lord, We welcome you into this place and look forward to your illumination of our text, of your text. Grant us wisdom as we look at these ancient words. Grant us the understanding you would wish for us. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

A tale of two cities

One warm summer night last September, a city police car passed an unidentified homeless man walking late at night. The police stopped him. He gave them a false name and appeared to be intoxicated.


The officers decided to arrest the man, and so they handcuffed him. He tried to pull away, and an officer slammed him into the car so hard it left a dent. He then put him in the backseat.  


When the man became loud and disruptive, one officer opened the car door and hit him with his forearm. Another officer opened the door on the other side, put his hands on the man’s throat and began to choke, telling him he wasn’t in charge, the officer was.


When the man got to jail, he had blood on his face.

Around the same time, officers arrested a deaf homeless man. One officer poked the man with a pen, and when the man made a croaking sound, the officer thought it was funny. So he poked him again to let his friends hear. The man was dirty, so the officer then poured hand sanitizer over his head.


Police Chief Terri Wilfong began hearing about these incidents from other officers. She called in SLED, which is our State Law Enforcement Division, and the U.S. Department of Justice, to investigate allegations of abuse of the homeless. She ended up firing or forcing the resignations of four officers.

 In March, the first one pled guilty to violating the civil rights of the man arrested in September. In April the one who poured hand sanitizer over a man’s head pled guilty. Federal investigators say more charges will follow.

My friend April Silvaggio, who is a member of one of our partner churches and is probably one of the best police reporters in the country, wrote extensively about the issue in The Greenville Journal. You may have seen some of her stories, which won the public service award from the SC Press Association.

 She came to Triune to talk to people, and one of the Journal covers showed a man walking down the sidewalk on the Stone Avenue side of Triune.


She then put the story in context by telling about two other cities and their experiences with interactions between the police and homeless people.

Back in the fall of 1990, a 20-year-old homeless man named Norman Ben Hannah was under a railroad trestle in Gastonia, NC, a town just 80 miles up I-85 from here. He was doused in the face with warm cooking oil. He heard laughter and saw a police car drive off.


The incident set off a federal investigation that ultimately landed Gastonia on the NBC Nightly News. As the story unraveled, prosecutors learned that an elite team within the Gastonia police department was assaulting homeless people and then bragging about it. The officers communicated by CB radios, notifying each other when they saw a homeless person sleeping.


They would then beat him, calling the beating a “ride on Space Mountain.” They had T-shirts printed, reading “Space Mountain.”  They often met after work to laugh and boast about their escapades. 


After federal investigators found all this out, three officers pleaded  guilty to assault charges and civil rights violations. Four more were indicted and all but one convicted.


Young Norman Ben Hannah and six other street people filed a civil law suit. But Hannah shot and killed himself before the suit was settled.


Gastonia ended up paying his estate and the other six homeless people $98,000. And the town received a black eye that is still remembered 20 years later.


What makes April a good reporter is she doesn’t stop at defining the problem. She also tracked down the story of the Fort Lauderdale Police Department as a potential solution.

Fort Lauderdale, which is way down near the southern tip of Florida, originally operated like any other city: When citizens and businesses complained about the homeless, they’d make sweeps and put them in jail. 


But then nearby Miami was hit with a $1.5 million dollar settlement from a class action suit brought by street people. Fort Lauderdale decided to be pro-active.

In 1998, the Fort Lauderdale police essentially decided to decriminalize homelessness. For while being homeless is not illegal, many of the activities that go along with it – loitering, urinating in public, asking for money – are illegal. And a community can, if it chooses, make a bad situation far, far worse for homeless individuals.


The Fort Lauderdale police teamed up with its county’s Task Force for Ending Homelessness to create an outreach team. The team is made up of a police officer and two social workers who work the homeless beat full time, trying to get people into shelters, drug rehab facilities or back home. The department estimates it has had 2,400 fewer arrests each year as a result of the outreach team’s efforts.


There are all sorts of practical reasons for this change in police practice. Fewer arrests. Less paperwork. Lower jail costs.

 But the department was going against a culture in which behaviors of drunkenness, urinating in public, loitering, panhandling were seen as crimes that demanded arrests. Police officers are trained to solve conflict largely through their major tool – the power of arrest.

 As a spokesman for the police department told April, it was hard to sell fellow officers on the idea of decriminalizing homelessness, of looking for ways to help homeless people rather than punishing them.


“We had to make helping them easier than arresting them.”

We had to make helping them easier than arresting them.


And they succeeded. The National Coalition for the Homeless points to Fort Lauderdale as a model for other cities to follow. 

Two cities. Two different ways of approaching a situation that all cities are grappling with – the homelessness of some of its citizens. Greenville is at a crossroads right now. Certainly these prosecutions are a step in the right direction. I talked to a police officer this week about the prosecutions, and he said flatly, “Those officers need to go to jail. That’s all there is to it.”


We could go either direction. I hope we will go the way of Fort Lauderdale. 
I am all for anything that works as a way to ease the tension between housed and homeless citizens, between the police and homeless citizens. 


But what strikes me as missing from the conversation is our responsibility as Christians. I would be willing to bet that those police officers in Gastonia and those police officers in Fort Lauderdale and those police officers in Greenville would identify themselves as Christians. 


And yet in Gastonia, they poured oil on sleeping homeless men. They beat up homeless people and bragged about it. They called it riding to Space Mountain.


And yet in Greenville, they choked a handcuffed man. They poked a deaf man and poured hand sanitizer over his head.


 Those of us who identify ourselves as Christians have certain responsibilities. We simply cannot treat people as sub-human and call ourselves disciples of Jesus Christ.


In today’s Scripture passage, we’re going to look at some of the last words of Jesus concerning those responsibilities. 


Today’s passage is found in what we call Jesus’ farewell discourse in the gospel of John, his last teaching to the disciples before his crucifixion.


He and his disciples have just shared their final meal together. At this dinner, Jesus, with a towel around his waist, washed their feet. It was an act of supreme humility.


Judas walked out from the dinner, headed out to turn over his Lord for 30 pieces of silver. Now please turn to John 13: 33-35 and let’s see what Jesus says.


READ.


 “Little children, I am with you only a little longer,” Jesus said.

And then what? What last words, what last thoughts, what last instructions does Jesus want to leave with his disciples?


“I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”


These instructions are usually read as being a little different from the so-called greatest commandment in the Synoptics -- to love the Lord our God and then to love our neighbor as ourselves. This wording in John is traditionally read as a means for setting up the church.

 We will know the church of Jesus Christ because its members have love for one another.


That differentiation is probably correct. Jesus wanted people to look at the little church that would bear his name and see it as different from the surrounding culture. Different, because of its members’ care for one another.

But modern-day America is a far cry from the ancient Roman empire when Christians made up a tiny, tiny sect.


 Today, America is majority Christian.


 Today, I would bet those Bible Belt police officers identify themselves as Christians.


 Today, I would bet those Bible Belt homeless people identify themselves as Christian. And yet look what’s going on.    (pause)

We are all members of Jesus’ church. And the way we are behaving, no one could guess we are disciples of Jesus Christ.


We have got to do better than that. I am all for separation of church and state, but when it comes to how we treat each other, we cannot leave our Christianity at the church door. 

Because that is how the non-Christian world is supposed to know us – not by our shouting from the rooftops, not by our preaching on street corners. But by our love for one another.          (pause)

One of the things that excites me about Triune is the presence of our Furman students – and for that matter, Clemson, Southern Wesleyan, North Greenville and any other college students who join us. If they see and hear about and are touched by homelessness at this point in their lives, they have their entire careers, their entire lifetimes, to do something about it.


In a moment, we are going to observe communion, and our Furman students will provide music. As we have begun to grow, I have wondered if we needed to adopt another form of communion that would be faster than kneeling at the altar rail the way we do.


But when I’ve mentioned it, people very quickly say “No, cut your sermon! But don’t tamper with communion!”


It is simply too powerful to have a homeless man beside a Furman student beside a homeless woman beside a business executive. It is too evocative of the kingdom of God to mess with.


So while Jesus’ words in the gospel of John may be aimed at the church universal -- and I think they surely are – we at Triune have a special obligation because of our visibility in this city and on this issue. 


We have got to show love for one another because when it comes to violence against the homeless, when it comes to police abuse of the homeless, when it comes to violence and addiction and theft within the homeless community, people are looking to us for answers.


Our answer is found in John 13: “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”


Amen. 
