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I love the library. I even love the battered and worn downtown central library. The Faulk 

Central Library located at 8th and Guadalupe is in an older building that the library outgrew 

within 10 years. For over two decades, the City of Austin has planned for a much-needed larger 

central library to be built and when you enter Faulk you can feel the air of deferred maintenance. 

Faulk is located just one block south of the historic Wooldridge Square – a park that is 

frequently a gathering place for some of our downtown homeless. Quite a few of those who 

congregate there walk down the street to the central library to get out of the weather and to rest 

and relax in safety. Some use the public computers, others read the newspapers and magazines, 

some others settle in and sleep. Many have visited the library regularly for years and call it their 

own. I am quite certain that this has caused discomfort to many of the other more privileged 

patrons.  

 This is not unique to Austin. In fact, this situation is found in most urban central libraries, 

and is becoming increasingly the case in library branches outside the urban core as well. A lot of 

big-city libraries view their homeless patrons as a problem to confront. Library staff put up with 

their presence and post long lists of rules in an attempt prevent eating, sleeping, bringing in too 

many belongings, and generally being disruptive in the building. The staff make half-hearted 

attempts at enforcing the rules, but mostly, it seems that everyone, including the other patrons, 

try to pretend like these beaten-down, marginalized, and often unclean folks are not there at all. 

Until someone acts out and then is escorted from the building. 

 The Dallas downtown central library has tried a different approach. They found that the 

lengthy rules posted around the building were largely disregarded. They found that ignoring the 

homeless patrons or pretending they weren’t there not only didn’t run them off but didn’t seem to 

quell any of the acting out. So, they tried something different – instead of discouraging the 

presence of the downtown homeless, they chose to welcome them. 

 Jo Giudice, the Director of the Dallas Pubic Library System, instituted a new program 

that includes and extends hospitality to their homeless patrons. Rather than seeing a group of 

people as a problem that needs to be dealt with, they chose instead to see individuals to be 

welcomed. As one staff member said: “I think it is easy to lump individuals into a general group, 

and it is easy for people to decide what a group is like because of one experience with one 

person. We cannot write them off as crazy, not write them off as less of a person. As a public 

library, we almost have an obligation to promote equality.”1 

 So, they took down the long lists of rules and all the “no” signs (like no eating, no 

sleeping, and so on) and replaced them with signs that say things like “respect others”. Giudice 

began to coordinate with other organizations that assist the homeless to bring some of their 

assistance in-house and to develop some targeted programs to engage and serve this population. 

The most important change, however, was how the library staff viewed their homeless patrons. 

Having learned that many of the behavioral problems could be remedied by communicating and 

engaging the homeless patrons personally, Giudice introduced what she calls the “Wal-Mart 

method” and had library staff greet all patrons when they entered the library. Giudice also 

                                                           
1 Dallas Morning News. http://www.dallasnews.com/news/highland-park/2013/12/06/downtown-dallas-library-
starts-opening-doors-to-homeless-people-in-new-way 

http://www.dallasnews.com/news/highland-park/2013/12/06/downtown-dallas-library-starts-opening-doors-to-homeless-people-in-new-way
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stresses the importance of simply smiling and making eye contact with their homeless patrons 

since so many people will not. This kind of interaction affirms their dignity and humanity.  

 The staff at the central Dallas library chose to see and get to know the homeless 

individuals who frequented their library. They engaged and communicated with them. They 

welcomed rather than ignored them. They saw them as human individuals rather than an 

anonymous and troublesome group. And having been seen and known, many of these folks 

responded in kind, treating the library, staff, and other patrons with respect, which has resulted in 

fewer outbursts and not one official complaint against a homeless person in more than a year. 

 

Our Gospel lesson today is also about seeing and being seen… knowing and being 

known. John the Baptist is with his disciples when he sees Jesus walking towards him. “Here is 

the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!” John says, and then he recounts his 

experience of baptizing Jesus. The very next day, John is standing with two of his disciples and, 

seeing Jesus walk by, he exclaims, “Look, here is the Lamb of God!” The disciples, Andrew and 

another unnamed disciple, begin to follow Jesus. Then Jesus turns and sees them following, and 

he asks them “What are you looking for?” They ask him where he is staying and Jesus replies, 

“Come and see,” and they do, spending the rest of the day with him. Andrew goes to find his 

brother Simon to join them saying, “We have found the Messiah.” When Andrew presents his 

brother to Jesus, Jesus looks at him and says, “You are Simon son of John. You are to be called 

Cephas.” 

 Throughout this account, there is a focus on seeing and being seen. John’s seeing leads to 

testifying that Jesus is the Lamb of God. The disciples’ seeing leads to following and 

evangelizing. Jesus’ seeing leads to calling and knowing – with the beginnings of the disciples’ 

transformation being marked with Jesus giving Simon a new name. Seeing leads to following – 

following leads to sharing the good news – and all of this leads to transformation and new life.  

 When Jesus asks, “What are you looking for?” or “What are you seeking?”, I think that 

the disciples really didn’t know – that they were not able to put to words the deepest desire of 

their hearts. Not able to speak of this longing, they instead answer Jesus’ question with one of 

their own: “Where are you staying?” Their question may better be translated as “Where to you 

abide?” Where is your enduring and undying dwelling place? Where can we be in the very 

presence of God?” Jesus sees and knows them – knows the longing of their hearts – and simply 

replies: “Come and see.” 

 “Come and see.” Follow me and see for yourself who I am. Come and pay attention and 

you will know me and, through knowing me, you will know the One who sent me. Join me on 

my journey and you will see, know, and experience all that you need to satisfy the questions of 

your heart. Come into my light and you, too, will reflect God’s glory into the world. 

 “Come and see,” Jesus invites each one of us, as well. In our following Christ and 

experiencing God’s grace in our lives, we develop the fertile ground for faith to take root. And 

when I say faith, I mean something more substantial than mere belief. Belief is a brittle thing. 

Belief is a choice to affirm certain intellectual assertions – assertions about the nature of God; 

assertions about the person of Jesus and the meaning of the work of God in Christ; assertions 

about what it means to be human. 

 Faith, on the other hand, is something deeper and stronger – something more mysterious 

and abiding. Faith is incarnated – embodied and lived out. Faith is something that emerges from 

that mysterious well within one’s soul – the well that contains our life experiences of pain, joy, 

and uncertainty; our greatest hopes and our deepest sorrows. And from this place, we experience 
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something inexplicable, something beautiful, deep, and abiding; we experience the quiet and yet 

powerful presence of the Eternal One, the Creator and God of all. And it is from this experience 

within our flawed and enfleshed lives that we build faith – the faith that reflects God’s glory and 

illumines our lives.  

 To be seen and known – I believe this is the deepest desire of our hearts. Before we can 

be loved, we must be seen. Before we can share this gift of love and grace with our neighbors, 

we must first see them. Fredrick Buechner said it better when he wrote, “If we are to love our 

neighbors, before doing anything else we must see our neighbors. With our imagination as well 

as our eyes…we must see not just their faces but the life behind and within their faces. Here it is 

love that is the frame we see them in.”2  

 It was just this kind of seeing that the staff of the central Dallas library employed with 

their homeless patrons. They decided to see and know the life behind and within the faces of the 

very people they previously ignored. And in doing so, they saw and treated them not as a 

problem to be solved but as individuals to be welcomed – individuals worthy and deserving of 

being known. Who knows what changes this will bring about? Perhaps this will be 

transformative for all of them, library staff and patrons. Perhaps in this seeing and knowing, they 

also encounter the presence of the One for whom their hearts desire. Perhaps as they know 

themselves to be known, they will be transformed by this knowing and loving to be a light in the 

darkness, drawing others to the brightness of their light.  

 

Amen. 

 

                                                           
2 Buechner, Frederick. http://www.frederickbuechner.com/blog/2016/4/29/we-must-see-our-neighbors?rq=see 
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