Housing St. Andrew’s, Roker 07 11 10 

“They laid him in a manger, because there was no room, no place for him in the inn.”

Perhaps you think that my opening text has come just a few weeks too early.

But, housing is in the news again, particularly cuts in housing benefit and the effect this may have on population movement in our cities, especially in London, on homelessness, over-crowding and increased demands on social and educational services. This affects us too.
There is no easy route to getting housing policies right, just as there are no easy choices in making economic and social benefit choices, but this is no excuse for us to say nothing to say theologically about housing.

We know that housing in different ways has always been an issue, just as we know that we always have the poor with us, which means we always have a responsibility towards the poor and vulnerable, and even towards bonus-rich bankers too, and footballers worried about how to spend their riches!
“Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.”

Every generation has its housing crisis. After the end of the Second World War there was a huge lack of housing. Many young couples like my parents, lived in lodgings. Two and a half tears after their wedding, when I was six months’ old, they obtained a property, which ten years’ later was demolished under slum clearance. This city too has been shaped by its waves of house building.
The post-war Labour government drew up plans for housing standards that were generous in space, thanks to Aneurin Bevan, the then Housing Minister. Some years later, Harold Macmillan made his mark as a Conservative minister by achieving the building of a huge amount of new housing, even though the standard dimensions of the new council houses were reduced. 

Some of us remember the building of pre-fabs, and some people remember even the overcrowding of a previous generation, large families living in only one room. 

We can imagine the overcrowding in Luke’s story of Jesus’ Bethlehem birth, and we can part imagine the overcrowding in Dickens’ London or in medieval Edinburgh, but we are called to consider the issues of housing in our own time. 

In John’s Gospel in all sorts of ways the theme of dwelling is significant, including God’s dwelling in us and us in God, but this is rooted in our own experience of life and shelter, and that of Jesus too.

“The word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth.” And “He came to his own, and his own received him not.”

One of the basic needs for human life is shelter, whether it be a cave or under canvas, a French chateau or Hamburg shop doorway, a hut in a forest clearing or a riverside flat. Everyone should have somewhere to call, a shelter from the elements and the storms of life.

We see pictures of poor makeshift shelters after the Pakistani floods, and in our cities we see people, who through choice or circumstance find shelter on our streets. Often we don’t know the circumstances, and knowing that we can do little to help, pass by on the other side.

Yet wereadily sing, “When I needed a shelter, were you there?
We cannot ourselves offer neat answers to the issues of housing provision and housing benefits, but what we can say is that every person and every family need shelter of some kind to enable them to be at home with themselves, and to find fulfilment.
While some people have a choice of homes, others have nowhere to lay their head. There are professional footballers who have the income to buy a house every week. What kind of society do we inhabit?
In Matthew’s parable of the Sheep and the Goats, Jesus identifies himself with those people who are hungry, thirsty, strangers, naked, sick or in prison, and with the implication - those who are homeless too. 
If we have homes to enjoy, there comes the question, How do we use our homes? Is it to the glory of God? Do we try and make our home a place of God’s peace and beauty? Do we use our homes hospitably? Is their welcome, even for the stranger? And what of our churches? In providing kind welcome, costly hospitality or temporary shelter we may entertain angels unawares or the stranger who walked to the house in Emmaus, and was invited in.
It was a member of none of our churches, who did what perhaps none of us felt able to do, she took Jackson Okoth, church member and asylum seeker, into her house, when he was becoming homeless, gave him continuing shelter and food.

The God who bids us come and make our home with him, has come and made his home among us in Jesus Christ, and became at times a homeless stranger. His words and deeds call us not only to know his dwelling among us, but also to a practical concern for the weakest and most vulnerable of our brothers and sisters.

This means that we need to engage with housing policies, community involvement and practical ways of anticipating the Kingdom of God – and that is the Big Society.

“They laid him in a manger, for there was no room for him at the inn.”
