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“Do You See the Worth in Me?” 
delivered by Shari Woodbury on July 6, 2014 

at the Unitarian Universalist Church of Bloomington 
 

Select Service Elements 
Written by Shari Woodbury except where otherwise noted 

 
 
OPENING WORDS by Kenneth L. Patton   (in two voices) 

 
This house is for the ingathering of nature and human nature. 
 

It is a house of friendships, a haven in trouble, an open room for the 
encouragement of our struggle. 

 
It is a house of freedom, guarding the dignity and worth of every person. 
 

It offers a platform for the free voice, for declaring, both in times of security and 
danger, the full and undivided conflict of opinion. 

 
It is a house of truth-seeking, where scientists can encourage devotion to their quest, 
where mystics can abide in a community of searchers. 
 

It is a house of art, adorning its celebrations with melodies and handiworks. 
 
It is a house of prophecy, outrunning times past and times present in visions of growth 
and progress. 
 

This house is a cradle for our dreams, the workshop of our common endeavor. 
 
 
OPENING HYMN:  #346, Come Sing A Song with Me 

 
 
MEDITATION AND COMMON PRAYER 
 

Let us take a few moments for meditation – this may be a time of quiet reflection 
for some, of inward prayer for others. A time to hold in our hearts all the joys and 
sorrows represented by these candles, and to acknowledge what we ourselves have 
carried here with us. This brief time of silence will be followed by a common prayer. . . 

By whatever name we know you – Spirit of Life, Buddha nature, or as Rumi says 
simply, the Friend – we call you into this house of hope and solidarity. We call you into 
the sanctuary of our hearts. May we all be aware of that shining Presence that quietly 
accompanies us through every moment of sweetness and sorrow. May we all be aware 
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of the inherent worth and dignity of the person next to us, and of ourselves. May our 
inner vision be cleansed, and our hearts opened, so that we can see the dignity and 
worth – the sacredness – in every being we encounter. 

As we rest here for a while on the crest of summer, in this place of spiritual 
renewal, may we know that the fullness we see in the green forests… the profusion of 
color blooming in our gardens and roadsides… the bright shining of the summer sun… 
all are part of the sacred cycle of life of which we are a part. We welcome this 
summertime into our lives. We welcome this abundance into the life of our community. 
Let us receive with open hearts the generosity of nature, and carry that spirit of 
hospitality into our own living. Amen. 
 
 
 
READING:  “The Legacy of Caring” by Thandeka  (in two voices) 
 
Despair is my private pain 
Born from what I have failed to say 
failed to do, failed to overcome. 
 

Be still my inner self 
let me rise to you, let me reach down into your pain 
and soothe you. 

 
I turn to you to renew my life 
I turn to the world, the streets of 
   the city, the worn tapestries of 
   brokerage firms, 
 

drug dealers, private estates 
personal things in the bag lady’s cart 

 
rage and pain in the faces that turn from me 
afraid of their own inner worlds. 
 

This common world I love anew, 
as the life blood of generations 
who refused to surrender their humanity 
in an inhumane world, 
courses through my veins. 

 
From within this world 
my despair is transformed to hope 
 

and I begin anew         
the legacy of caring. 
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SERMON:  “DO YOU SEE THE WORTH IN ME?” 

 

These words from Travis Lee Sparks, a 29-year old Hoosier, are taken from his 2013 

“Open Letter to the City of Bloomington”: 

 

“I have been a part of the homeless community in this city since I was 19. During 

this time I have done a lot to try and resolve my housing issues. I have my 

G.E.D. I have attended Ivy Tech, I even held the same job washing dishes for 

over a year. Even when I was working full time, I was unable to find and secure 

housing… What would you do if you found yourself in this situation?” 

 

Today I’d like to explore with you how we as caring UUs approach homelessness – a 

problem not only in Bloomington, but in communities all across the country. It’s an 

important issue for Unitarian Universalists because we have covenanted to affirm the 

inherent worth and dignity of every person – and a person’s worth and dignity in the 

eyes of society is at risk as soon as they become homeless. It’s also important because 

of our commitment to social justice – upholding the principle of equity, justice and 

compassion in society. Dr. Martin Luther King once said:  “True compassion is more 

than flinging a coin to a beggar; it comes to see that an edifice which produces beggars 

needs restructuring.” While responding to the plight of the individual homeless person in 

our community matters, we must also ask what we can do about that “edifice which 

produces beggars.” 

The concerns of homelessness and poverty are not new to this congregation. 

Social justice task forces like those on Homelessness, Habitat, Hunger, and Children 

work to make a difference locally. Many of you have volunteered alongside Rev. Bill 

Breeden, now our minister emeritus, at the Interfaith Winter Shelter during the colder 

months. Dozens of people from our congregation gathered in Bill’s honor last month at 

two local agencies which work to ameliorate poverty. I’m sure that many, like the little 

hedgehog in our story, have personally shared warm clothes or food with those in need. 
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I commend all who have reached out to help others. It is heartening to see our UU 

values put into action like that. 

Like some of you, I have gotten a closer look at poverty through volunteering.  As 

part of my ministerial training, during the 2012-2013 academic year I did field work at a 

community agency, the Shalom Community Center. As you may know, Shalom works to 

empower people experiencing extreme poverty and homelessness. This was an 

opportunity to see firsthand both the brokenness and the beauty in our human condition. 

For eight hours a week during my first year of seminary, I staffed the hospitality desk at 

this day shelter, offering hospitality in very concrete ways to Shalom's guests. People 

came there to pick up their mail and phone messages, sign up to see a case worker, 

sign up for laundry or shower times, get toothpaste and deodorant, hats and gloves in 

the winter, diapers for their babies, and so on. 

I also wandered around wearing a name tag with a picture of an ear and the 

words, “I’m here to listen.” This was a way to practice pastoral care – a hospitality of the 

heart. As I became a familiar face around Shalom, people started talking. They told me 

about estranged relationships and loneliness. Job interviews. Car and bus problems. 

Growing up in foster care and the juvenile justice system. I heard about hopes for a new 

apartment. Sleep disturbance, bi-polar disorder, diabetes and other health conditions. 

Worries about a teenaged son skipping school. Some confided in me about their 

struggle to quit drinking. Their loved ones taken by cancer, by murder. The challenges 

of caring for a newborn. Their history of suicide attempts. 

Unlike Mr. Sparks with his “open letter,” most of these stories from Shalom were 

shared in confidence. But as part of my final project for the seminary class, I wrote 

about Shalom guests in a way that could evoke their experiences without giving away 

specific individuals. I will share the song with you in sections today. The lyrics are 

printed on the insert to your order-of-service if you wish to follow along. 

The verses are typical of what I witnessed at Shalom, without describing the 

unique situation of any real person. Here’s the first verse and the chorus: 

 

Larry’s my name. Laid off my job last week. 

Lost my apartment. Can you help me? 
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I need a hot meal, and a dry place to sleep. 

I need some confidence and a good job lead. 

 

I am down on my luck, 

 a nuisance to police. 

 I am lost in the muck. 

 I am the least of these. 

 

 I am a human being 

 I am a human being 

 I am a human being 

 Do you see the worth in me? 

 

Larry’s story is a common one. But is he representative of the homeless population?  

No one person could be representative, for homeless people are young and old, male 

and female, straight and gay, every race and ethnicity, every family situation. There are 

some commonalities, though: 

• People most often experience homelessness for only a short period of time 

(although those who become chronically homeless may be the most visible to 

other community members – like the panhandlers you see at some intersections 

in Bloomington).  

• People who become homeless do tend to have not only less money in the bank,  

• but also weaker social support systems, and  

• they have fewer employment prospects than those who are able to avoid 

homelessness.  

 

For example, if Larry had had family members he could stay with while he job-hunted, 

he might never have needed the services of the Shalom Center. 

Other causes vary greatly from person to person. Factors that often contribute to 

becoming homeless include: 

• limited education and employment skills that lead to poverty;  
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• a lack of affordable housing (and this was exacerbated in recent years by 

foreclosures from the bursting of the housing bubble); 

• eroding work opportunities along with declines in public assistance;  

• lack of affordable health care;  

• domestic violence;  

• and AIDS and other diseases.i 

The second verse of the song captures more of these factors – Donna is a survivor of 

domestic violence and struggles with medical debt: 

 

Sign me up for case work, please, I am Donna Stone. 

I got my new ID and an Obama phone. 

I escaped from abuse, now I need the right meds, 

and to get out from under this mountain of debt.         [chorus] 

 

Two other causes that may come quickly to mind are mental illness and addiction. I saw 

plenty of both at Shalom, but it’s not so easy to tell which came first, the economic 

condition or the psychological one. On the one hand, the closing of state mental 

hospitals and persistent cuts to community-based care over the last 50 years has left 

more people with psychiatric problems untreated. This affects who winds up in our 

hospitals, jails, and shelters.  On the other hand, as one staff person at Shalom 

observed, virtually every homeless person suffers from mental illness, because almost 

everyone gets depressed after falling on hard times. Some are ashamed and 

desperately grateful for help. Some resent having to ask for support. Some are quietly 

dignified in using services that help them make it. Many seem to struggle to hold onto 

hope that things will get better. “Bringing hope when hope is hard to find” is one of the 

things Shalom does. 

And then there’s addiction. At Shalom I got a glimpse of the difficulties that are 

behind many people's entanglement with addiction. Whether triggered by a personal 

loss, trauma like abuse or combat experience, or a mental illness, people self-medicate 

with drugs or alcohol. That holds true whether one is homeless or not. But addiction 



7 

 

often does contribute to becoming, or remaining, homeless. Verse 3 communicates 

something about this: 

 

On the street they call me slick, but you can just say Jake. 

I’ve been so lost in grief and I have made some mistakes. 

Before I lost my wife, I prayed to Jesus every day. 

Now only the bottle can blot out my pain.                           [chorus] 

 

Larry, Donna, and Jake became homeless for different reasons. But there are 

similarities in how they experience being homeless. Each one longs to be treated as a 

full human being. Each one is silently asking, pleading, do you see the worth in me? 

The Shalom Center is not an overtly religious place. It serves people of any faith, 

or none. The only visual sign of religious feeling I remember was a drawing upstairs in 

the administrative office that showed a pair of hands brought together in prayer. Yet I 

felt the spirit of Jesus everywhere. And though most Christians today would not 

consider me a Christian based on my theology, in the homeless day shelter I found 

myself recalling that guiding Christian question:  “What would Jesus do?” For I believe 

the one who inspired the gospels, upon seeing such people – poor, hungry, the outcasts 

of modern society – I believe Jesus would have called them “the least of these.” And he 

would’ve gone among them as one human being to another, one child of God to 

another, one divine light to another, sharing fellowship and seeking to alleviate 

suffering. That was the sort of radical ministry that Jesus practiced. That is the sort of 

all-embracing love that could help heal people suffering at the margins of society, in any 

time and place.  

Now we all know that homeless people struggle to meet basic physical needs for 

food, shelter and safety. As I spent time with guests at Shalom, I witnessed a struggle, 

no less significant, to meet basic spiritual needs for hope, love and respect. The 

question, “where will I sleep?” is rivaled in importance by the question, “who will love 

me?”  And make no mistake, the hunger for respect is as big a deal as the hunger for 

nourishing food. 
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In his “open letter,” Travis Lee Sparks shares his belief that  

 

“The key to ending homelessness is to reduce the stigma attached to those 

facing homelessness. The typical image of the ‘raggedy hobo’ as old, dirty, 

stinking, and drunk, is most often erroneous… Most [homeless people] are law 

abiding, respectful citizens just trying to get by… you probably couldn’t tell by 

looking at them that they are in fact homeless.” Travis goes on, “Yet, for some 

reason, as soon as this fact is discovered, a lot of people will instantly change 

their opinion of the person in question, regardless of the fact that moments 

before, they saw him or her in the same light as themselves. Now they pity you, 

or in some extreme cases, they become angry,” Travis says, “and hate you.” 

 

People respond in many ways when confronted with homelessness. Some, 

unfortunately, are quite harsh – and not just in the online comment section of the 

newspaper, but up close and personal. Others respond much more generously. Shalom 

was full of volunteers, from college students to retirees, who chose to be there to offer 

shampoo and smiles to people in need. One woman, whom I’ll call Carol, stands out in 

my mind for her cheerful greetings and a supportive energy that drew people in. I once 

asked Carol what she did for fun, and she said, “I work at Shalom!” She shared that 

when she was a child, her mother taught her how fortunate she was (“some children 

have no legs!” her mother would say), and she took Carol along with her to volunteer 

jobs. Carol told me, “I think if everybody did some volunteering, we would learn how to 

work together and be a community.” 

Verse 4 of the Shalom song speaks to the many ways community members 

relate to the homeless:                

 

You’re exposed when you are homeless.  

Everyone has opinions ‘bout us. 

The churches offer shelter, the co-op donates soup. 

Such kind and caring people help – maybe people like you? 

The mayor thought that I must be from somewhere else. 
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The Deltas staged a slumming-party, mocking our grime and smell. 

And you, will you deflect or ignore me, give me a hand-up or slam? 

Now I want to know:  Who do you say that I am? 

 

This gets to the beating heart of homelessness as a community issue – how do we 

welcome and care for the destitute, as a community?  Do we treat homeless individuals 

hospitably, like people with inherent worth and dignity – feeding the hungry and clothing 

the naked as Jesus taught?  Do we ignore them, considering it someone else’s 

problem?  Or do we treat people the way that Mr. Sparks describes it, when he says, 

“People on the street who once smiled and said ‘Hi!’ now look at you as if you’re vermin; 

a pest that needs to be eliminated. You find a place to sleep outside; in the dirt, or 

bushes, or on the asphalt, only to be awoken by police and hauled off to jail, for 

committing no crime, other than having no place to go.” 

Some people actually target those they perceive to be without a home, and thus 

without worth. I understand homeless people in downtown Bloomington have frequently 

been the butt of jokes and derision by some Indiana University students. One 

particularly egregious example of this in spring 2013 gained national attention. You may 

remember that a sorority threw a homeless-themed party. That’s right. The young 

women wore dirty clothes, smudged their faces, and carried crude begging signs. One 

participant even posted pictures of the group’s mockery on Facebook – expecting 

others to “like” this cruel behavior. 

Even those who do not belittle the homeless, but express compassion for their 

plight and work to improve it, may not be free of the influence of societal stereotypes. 

Stereotypes can be insidious that way. After I had been at Shalom for a while, I began 

to recognize homeless people all over town. When I was by myself, say, crossing the B-

Line trail, I didn’t hesitate to say hello if I could see a look of recognition in the other 

person’s eyes. But I was more reticent when at the public library, taking my friendly and 

curious preschooler to play with the trains or pick out some books. What my husband 

calls the “mama bear” instinct kicked in. Though I could reason with myself, reminding 

myself that homeless people are more likely to be the victims of crime than to do harm 

to others – that’s the reality – I remembered an article in the Herald-Times about 
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convicted pedophiles being over-represented in Bloomington. Somewhere in the 

reptilian part of my brain, a false link had been made between these two groups of 

people – homeless people and people who might be a danger to my child. Outwardly 

my behavior did not change much – I still smiled and said hello if a Shalom regular 

made eye contact with me when I took my daughter to the library – but inside, I was 

divided. And I did not linger. 

Why is it so easy to fall into seeing homeless people as the other, someone 

different than ourselves – someone dangerous? Perhaps witnessing other people down 

and out sparks our own fears. Perhaps, subconsciously, we realize that we too are at 

risk – that, as some say, “there but for the grace of God go I.” Or we may know in our 

gut that our fortune and their misfortune are in some way linked – and that we thus have 

some responsibility toward those who are suffering. That can be an overwhelming 

reality to face when there is no easy fix in sight. 

One way to keep people at arm’s length, to avoid feeling afraid or insecure or 

guilty, is by regarding them as in a different category than us – and as somehow to 

blame for their condition. It’s less troubling to think that homeless people are weak, or 

defective, or they made poor choices – unlike us. I was discussing this with some IU 

students active in our campus ministry program one day during the time I was 

volunteering at Shalom. A psychology major told me there’s a term for this. He called it 

“fundamental attribution error”:  when bad things happen to us, we tend to attribute it to 

circumstances beyond our control – for example, I was late because traffic was bad, 

whereas I am successful because I’m smart and hard-working. But when bad things 

happen to others, we are more likely to chalk it up to personal factors – she was late to 

work because she procrastinated, he’s homeless because he’s a lazy drunk. 

All of these dynamics within ourselves affect how we relate to homeless 

individuals and whether or how we address homelessness as a social problem. In the 

Shalom Song, the bridge before the last verse conveys a sense of this, describing the 

homeless not only in personal terms, but in relation to society. Here is the bridge: 

 

I am your neighbor 

 I am a drinker 
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 I am a mother 

 I’m a deep thinker 

  

 I am the other 

 I am your dark side 

 I am your brother 

 I am the crucified 

 

 I’m the wayward child 

 I’m the hurting vet 

 I went the wrong way 

 But I ain’t done yet… 

 

Who are the homeless in our society?  The other. Your dark side. Your brother. 

The crucified.  

The crucified?    Yes.    We know what happened to Jesus for walking among the 

most marginalized people – even though he told people to “give unto Caesar what is 

Caesar’s.” For standing with the downtrodden, he got the same sort of treatment from 

the Roman Empire as anyone else deemed a threat to imperial power – he was 

crucified alongside Others named criminals of the Roman state. Our United States does 

not crucify people, of course – unless you want to get into the death penalty and the 

rampant racism in how it is applied – but that’s a different sermon. We don’t sanction 

death by the public torment of crucifixion. But we do allow death by the public torment of 

slow grinding poverty.  

And I don’t just mean that metaphorically – the sort of emotional death 

represented by depression and addiction and bearing the judging eyes of others every 

day. I also mean physical death.     Poverty in the U.S. is more concentrated among 

children and has a devastating impact on life chances, including child mortality.ii    And 

homeless adults are found dead in the street, or in the woods, every day in this country.  

A national report confirms that “The mortality rate for those experiencing chronic 

homelessness is four to nine times higher than for the general population.”iii   
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These are hard realities. I have no easy answers to present to you today. But I 

do want to suggest what we as a liberal religious people, a gentle, angry people, might 

do as a starting point. 

At the most immediate level, I invite you to join me in noticing the stories you tell 

yourself about people who are poor – including yourself, if you are or have been poor. 

Observe what happens in your body when you encounter people who look poor or 

homeless to you, and what emotions arise. Notice if your mind leaps to judgment. We 

can’t control all the influences that have shaped our perspectives, but we can work with 

what we have. We can try to coax to awareness any unconscious “stuff” that facing 

poverty and homelessness may trigger within ourselves.  

Then, let’s continue to put into practice our shared commitment to honor the 

inherent worth and dignity of every person – to choose compassion over judgment. 

Whatever is going on inside, we can choose our actions. This might include anything 

from offering eye contact and a friendly greeting to a person on the street, to 

volunteering at community agencies, to donating food or clothes or money to places like 

Shalom, who help the least among us.    We must support a strong social safety net – 

and continue to do so for as long as our economic system generates, by its very design, 

a rolling group of people who can’t get by on their own. Today’s bulletin includes a list of 

some ways that you can help our community offer hospitality to those experiencing 

homelessness. I encourage you to contact any of the agencies, or Alan Backler from 

our Homelessness Task Force, if you feel moved to pursue any of these. 

At a broader level, I invite you to join me in asking more questions about this 

“edifice that produces beggars” – how might we set up our society differently?  Remain 

committed to justice, equity and compassion in human economic relations, as 

something achievable. Nurture your imagination, for the work of envisioning new 

possibilities is vital. 

After the service, or as you sit with this, you might share your answers to the 

questions, who are the homeless? and how are we called to show hospitality to them?  

For now, I will leave you one more time with the answer that the guests of the Shalom 

Community Center showed to me: 
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I am down on my luck, 

 a nuisance to police. 

 I am lost in the muck. 

 I am the least of these. 

 

 I am a human being                 [ x 2 ] 

 I am a human being 

 I am a human being 

 Do you see the worth in me? 

 
 
CLOSING HYMN:  #121, We’ll Build A Land 
 
 
BENEDICTION 
 
Let us build a land where people who are suffering in body, mind or spirit find love and 
hope, as well as food and shelter.  Let us be so bold as to build a society which 
produces, not billionaires and beggars, but communities of care and structures of 
mutual uplift. Let us see the worth in every human being, and let us live from that truth. 
Go in peace. 
 
 
                                                           
i
 The list comes from the National Coalition for Homelessness, July 2009, as accessed on the Shalom Community 

Center web site in April 2013. 
ii
 See, for example, a May 2013 Washington Post article on “The most important problem facing American children 

today.” (http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/answer-sheet/wp/2013/05/14/the-most-important-problem-

facing-american-children-today/) 
iii
 As per The United States Interagency Council On Homelessness (http://www.usich.gov/population/chronic) 

 

 


