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When I was a boy, the story of Joseph and his brothers was a favorite of mine. Maybe it was because, like Joseph, I, too, was a younger brother – and I really liked the picture of Joseph and his colorful coat in my third-grade Bible! Maybe I was drawn to Joseph because it is one of the few stories in scripture about a child. Maybe I liked the fact that Joseph was a dreamer, as are all children.  

For whatever reason, the story captured my young attention.

I did not notice, however, the darker side of Joseph’s life. My Sunday School teachers spared me that part of the story. All I saw was that splendid coat, a son who was special in the eyes of his father, a kid with a great imagination, and a story that turned out all right in the end.

If only it were that simple. 

We have been tracking the descendants of Abraham and Sarah through the pages of Genesis. Abraham has two sons, Ishmael and Isaac. Isaac also has two sons, Esau and Jacob. Jacob is more prolific than his ancestors: with his two wives, Leah and Rachel, and two of their female slaves, Bilhah and Zilpah, Jacob eventually fathers 12 sons. 

Never mind that the women do the hard work in all this childbearing; in the patriarchal Hebrew Scriptures the males in the family usually get the attention of those who tell the stories.

If you ever hear someone refer to “biblical family values,” be sure to ask them which biblical family they are talking about. Is it that of Abraham, who throws out one son and nearly kills the other? Is it that of Isaac whose wife Rebecca conspires with their second son Jacob, to cheat his way into his father’s inheritance? Or it is that of Jacob himself, who so clearly favors his son Joseph over the other eleven that they kidnap their brother and almost slay him before he is sold into slavery?

The Bible is full of model dysfunctional families. We meet one in the household of Jacob. Here we see a family system that shows serious unhealthiness being passed from parent to child to grandchild. That is a familiar story, is it not? All that baggage – the jealousy, the competition, the favoritism, the deceit, the ugly family secrets, the anger, the mistakes we make that come back to haunt us – all that dysfunction results in Joseph losing his place in the family. His brothers throw him out of the house, out into the desert. 

Seventeen-year old Joseph becomes another number in that year’s statistics on homeless youth.

In the terminology used by the U.S. Department of Justice, Joseph is a “thrownaway child”; that is, a child forced to leave home by a parent or another adult in the family, in this case Joseph’s older brothers. In the United States, a child is thrown out of or runs away from his or her home every 26 seconds. Only one-fifth of them are reported as missing. The vast majority make it back home. Some stay with others, but some become homeless, in which case they become, in the words of the Department of Justice, “abandoned children.” (http://www.missingkids.com/en_US/documents/nismart2_runaway.pdf)
According to the Wilder Foundation, on any given night in Minnesota, an estimated 1,850 youth, age 21 and under, are homeless, with the majority in the metropolitan area. Most young people cite family conflict as a major reason for their homelessness.
Joseph is in good company. 

In 2008, 35% of the homeless population in Minnesota were children. In the Minneapolis Public School system alone, last year there were 5500 homeless children. 

One of them was named Vanessa. 

Like Joseph, she, too, was 17 years old. Her father and mother moved out of state leaving Vanessa with her older brothers, like her biblical counterpart. The situation became so bad that Vanessa soon found herself on the street. 

Like a modern-day Joseph, Vanessa was also a dreamer. She dreamt of going to college. On average, 76% of homeless youth change schools in a given year, causing them to fall behind. Somehow Vanessa managed to stay in her classes – including her advanced placement classes – at North High School in Minneapolis. (http://www.cehd.umn.edu/SSW/cascw/attributes/PDF/minnlink/ReportNo7.pdf)

Studies show that homeless children are much less likely to have even one close friend. They tend to hide their homelessness from others and not build relationships. In an interview with MPR, Vanessa described the loneliness of her life. She read her poem, Secrets: 


Mine to hold
A jungle made with my mind
A web
And I am the spider injecting venom into those who get too close.
I get nervous and my fear makes me attack those who get too near.
My fear is that my trusted words will be stolen.
I was made to share words.
But these words would crush the world that I'm holdin’.

(http://minnesota.publicradio.org/display/web/2009/06/09/graduating_homeless/)
To her great credit, and with the help of community support, last June Vanessa graduated from North High and is now enrolled in a local college with a full scholarship. 

After Joseph’s brothers threw him out, he survived like Vanessa did – with tenacity and by making connections. An officer of the Egypt court bought him as a slave, and Joseph slowly managed to work his way into Pharaoh’s inner circle. There he became a powerful figure. Connections matter. 

A big part of Vanessa’s success is the help she received at The Bridge for Youth, a Minneapolis agency that has been serving homeless youth and their families for forty years. The Bridge is located about ten blocks from here; it has a range of programs, including the shelter and transitional living program that helped Vanessa. She connected. She connected with social workers there and with other homeless youth, and her life began to turn around.

I looked recently at the list of donors in the Annual Report of the Bridge for Youth. I recognized a number of individual names – and then I came to the “W’s,” and there it said, “Westminster Presbyterian Church.” That means you and I, all of us, helped make that connection with Vanessa through our support of the Bridge in the church’s mission budget. The next entry in the report read “Westminster Presbyterian Church Youth Group,” and I remembered that our youth have given support to the Bridge, as well.

The issues around homelessness and children are complex. They often begin in the family, as with Joseph and Vanessa, and they are exacerbated by many other factors. It is easy to feel overwhelmed by the statistics and the sheer enormity of the problem. Social injustice is like that; we do not where to start in response – and we cannot solve everything. But we should not let what we cannot do interfere with what we can do. (Paraphrase of a quote from Edward Everett Hale, 19th century Unitarian minister and author)

This week we take a major step in addressing the need for affordable, supportive housing for young adults, ages 18 to 13 – Vanessa’s age this year. On Thursday we break ground on Nicollet Square, a development at Nicollet and 37th that will house 42 young adults. The dream of producing this housing nearly collapsed several times. It began with Westminster putting in $300,000 and Plymouth Congregational adding another $50,000. With the work of the Plymouth Church Neighborhood Foundation that initial $350,000 has now leveraged over $10 million in other funds to make this miracle happen.  

We should not let what we cannot do interfere with what we can do.
Westminster has chosen to join other downtown faith communities to combat homelessness. With our interfaith partners, this year we launched DCEH, Downtown Congregations to End – not to manage, but to end – Homelessness. The mission budgets of the congregations share the cost of the staff and program, in partnership with the City. This weekend the downtown interfaith congregations are marking Children’s Sabbath. We are focusing on the Vanessas and the Josephs of our time, homeless youth and children. 

Jacob’s family eventually reconciles and reunites, but only because Joseph chooses not to exact revenge on his brothers. The generational line of family dysfunction finally ends when Joseph forgives his brothers. The story at that point turns in the direction of what God intends for us; the injustice is resolved in favor of the shalom, the wholeness God desires for us and for our families and communities.

I heard oceanographer Sylvia Earle describe in an interview recently how important the oceans are to sustainable life on earth. She told of 4,500 places in the seas that have been declared to be protected by different nations. In the vastness of the world’s oceans, however, that is barely a start. “But,” she said, “Those are the hope spots.”

Those are the hope spots.

That is a good way to describe what every community of people living faithfully ought to be, and it is what we want Westminster to be: a hope spot. A protected and protective place where the dream of life as God means it to be lived becomes real. 

The issues we face in the world are daunting – violence and hunger, disease and poverty, homelessness and the plight of millions of children. But rather than be paralyzed by the sheer expanse of the darkness, we can decide to become a place and a people where the light of God’s intention for the earth and all its inhabitants shines.

A hope spot.

Thanks be to God. 

Amen.
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