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Consider for a moment who you are and how you prove it: 
What proves you are you? A driver’s license? Passport? Address? Credit cards? 
Occupation? Telephone number? 
Keep thinking about that, as I share with you one of my favorite poems, “Antigonish” by 
Hugh Mearns: 
Yesterday, upon the stair, 
I met a man who wasn't there. 
He wasn't there again today, 
I wish, I wish he'd go away . . . 
 
When I came home last night at three, 
The man was waiting there for me 
But when I looked around the hall, 
I couldn't see him there at all! 
Go away, go away, don't you come back any more! 
Go away, go away, and please don't slam the door... 
 
Last night I saw upon the stair, 
A little man who wasn't there, 
He wasn't there again today 
Oh, how I wish he'd go away… 
I love this poem because it approaches the simplicity of a jump-rope verse, yet the 
meaning shimmers there, just out of reach . . . (Another time, I will look at the poem as a 
meditation on god. But for today, I want to look at it from the angle of identity. ) 
Yesterday, upon the stair, 
I met a man who wasn't there. 
He wasn't there again today, 
I wish, I wish he'd go away . . . 
What does it take to NOT be there, and what does it take to BE there? 
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This past week, I spent a lot of time dealing with the medical issues of my parents. So, 
at the nursing home and the hospital, I had a lot of time to think about what home 
means. The medical issues meant that they finally—after a long struggle—had to leave 
their farm and their home, and it was up to me to do that dirty work . . .  
Now, my father is deep into dementia at this point, and can’t find the direction to the 
bathroom on his own, but he still knows he is home . . . or that he is NOT home.  
I talked the problems over with my mom’s doctor, who is accustomed to working with 
farmers. Their greatest strength is also their greatest weakness: their fierce 
independence leads them to resisting medical attention until way too late. They just 
don’t want to leave their farms.  
Yes, I suppose home is where the heart is, but knowing where our hearts ARE and 
where they BELONG is a complicated set of questions.  
I’ve been reminded several times this week of the Greek myth about Antaeus. 
Antaeus was the child of Poseidon, god of the sea, and Gaia, Mother Earth herself.  
Antaeus decided to build a temple to his father . . . out of human skulls.  
Now, it takes a good number of skulls to build a temple, so Antaeus became a scourge 
on the land—very unpopular among those whose skulls were likely to become part of 
the temple!   
And, eventually Hercules—who also had gods in his family tree—went to put a stop to 
Antaeus and his murdering ways. 
The two fought.  
And fought.  
And fought some more, but each time Hercules threw Antaeus to the earth, Antaeus 
gained strength rather than losing it, in touch as he was with this Mother.  
Eventually, Hercules gave the situation some thought and saw his opportunity: He lifted 
Antaeus from the earth and held him in a bear hug. Out of touch with the earth, the 
strength of Antaeus began to wane. Hercules crushed the weakening Antaeus in a bear 
hug.  
Antaeus was able to—as it were—bloom where he was planted. He knew where he was 
and got strength from that.  
Many of you, farmers or city-dwellers, know what it feels like to be rooted in a 
community and a home.  



!  3

Home is where, if you are upon the stair, you are there! You are seen. You are 
recognized . . . re-cog-nized.  Someone is cognizant of you again.  (Re-cog-naized.) 
Home—whether it’s a farmhouse; or a house on the hill; even when it’s a studio 
apartment, or just a particular bed—home serves as the grounding, the meaning of life, 
for many people.  
When circumstances, such as Hercules, remove people from their homes, many people 
lose all sense of meaning. They are no long RE-cog-nized. They become the person on 
the stair who isn’t there.  
This is the psychic violence done by homelessness.  
This is why homelessness is the concern of religious organizations and people 
committed to a good and just society—being homeless turns someone who is there  
Into someone who is not there. Homelessness creates a person invisible to opportunity. 
Often, a person invisible to compassion.  
I have worked with many homeless people. What I have found, over and over, is that 
one event—one misstep or mishap—sets in motion a cascade of events that lead to 
homelessness. 
I talked with a guy who had racked up $98,000 in medical bills. He lost his home. 
I’ve worked with a woman who had a stroke, so lost her job, so lost her home.  
I worked with a guy who has an outstanding warrant in another state. He can’t afford to 
go there to fix the problem; consequently, he can’t get an ID in this state. He’s 
homeless.  
These are people who are on the stair that many see as not there.  
Think of the times you have depended upon a safety net of some sort to bail you out of 
a tight spot—a safety net of parents, family, friends—perhaps a credit card. Then think 
of what COULD have happened had you not had that support.  
It’s a cascade effect. Homelessness always is! One thing. Then another. Then another.  
Then no telephone number. No address. No identifying marks of being a valuable 
person—to yourself or others. You become someone who isn’t there.  
This is the psychic devastation of homelessness. 
Many of us are Antaeus, drawing our strength from our surroundings. That’s why 
moving, or putting a loved one into a nursing facility, is a wrenching experience, despite 
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a clear need—we know that we are safely and confidently there only when others RE-
cog-nize us! 
Not being there is a spirit-killing sort of violence . . .   
It’s why we are called to reach out to the homeless around us, doing all we can.   
We must see the people others see as not there.


