Lenten Campaign: People of the street in The Hague.

For my children, I am their mother. For my husband, I am his wife. For the people of the street, the homeless and those who are abusing drugs, alcohol, and medicine, I am their pastor. For me, I am Mariëtte Brekelmans and I am all these things! For almost three years I have worked in The Hague as a Street Pastor. There is no office you can go to. My place is on the street. I walk on the street, or go by bike. I look for the people in the reception centre, on the streets, in the parks, around the station, under the bridges. But also you might find me at the hospitals and the prison. I am everywhere in the city where the people of the street can be. I listen to people and the stories of their lives. Not only the stories of their homelessness and drug abuse, but also the stories of hope, about their families, their children, about the past, about guilt and loss. It’s the only thing I can do; to be there for them to share their life on the street as much I can and to listen to their stories with no condemnation or disapproval. Sometimes with my knowledge of the systems I can help them to find shelter. In my backpack I have my diary, a bible, some candles and a postcard. Sometimes I keep important papers for people, - police summonses, health and social insurance papers - because on the street it's easy to lose things. And in The Netherlands, you need papers for everything! Sometimes (particularly in the months of January and February) people die on the street. People who have nobody to take care of them. I then organise the funeral. I contact the biological family (if we know them) but also the family of the street because for them too. it’s always hard to lose a friend. Life on the street is a hard life and people rarely live beyond 50. A hard life and a hard job which takes 24 hours a day. Day after day. There is never a rest. They can not give up: it's a question of survival. The only thing that matters is getting money for a bed and a meal, and sometimes money for drugs or alcohol. This means perhaps selling the 'Street Paper' or even begging. And the biggest task is looking for a place to sleep. You almost forget you’re a human being. But for me, every person on the street is important and of interest. I am Mariëtte Brekelmans, the Pastor of the Street. And I am proud to be that.
Lenten Campaign 2 – People of The Street In The Hague
Sometimes I am asked how many people in The Hague are homeless. Well, I can’t tell you, because those people have no address. But we estimate it must be more than 1500 people. In addition to that, there are the drug-takers, those who are mentally ill & those with other social problems. That brings the total to about 3500 people.

Can those people find food? Yes, they can, but most of the time it is not good food. For a few of them, the Salvation Army provides soup and bread at 12.00 each day. In the evening, there is the 'Soup Bus' which drives through the city. That’s why we want to start providing real meals at the church, so that at least once a week, they have a good meal. 

Every year in the wintertime many of the homeless are sick. They need more than just a good meal. They need good shoes, because they walk all day or they may need medication. If you’re homeless, there is no money for medication or for shoes. This is especially true for the older people. And, on the streets, you are old at 50 – very few homeless survive beyond that age. We are very afraid that yet more of these people will die. Die on the street; die alone. 

We would like to make it possible for some of them to get out of the city for a few days. To go to a monastery where they can rest, have a good talk, and have some silence. But that’s just a dream for now. Our first priority is to provide good meals, good shoes, and money for things like medication or identity papers (without these the police will arrest you). And of course, on Easter day, we want to do something special. Something special for these people for whom every day is the same. Easter should be special for everyone.
Mariëtte Brekelmans

Lenten Campaign 3 – People of The Street In The Hague

Every Friday at 17.00 we come together in the church of the homeless people, a small chapel, the Joseph chapel, situated above a monastery and a primary school. It’s a place you can be yourself, it’s a place to be safe. Everyone is welcome, for a rest and some quiet. It’s a place we can remember those who have died on the street and also a place where we can have a discussion about the gospel. We sing together, light a candle by Mary, and write some cards to people we are thinking of. Together, we try to be a community and to share our deepest feelings. This is quite special because on the street, you don’t share your feelings; you need to be hard to survive. When you show emotion, you can be hurt. 

After the Mass, we go downstairs to share soup and bread. For some sharing is difficult. Some of the people are so hungry, they want to take everything. But together, we learn to share. And we write and send a postcard to other people who are sick, or in a prison. That’s our way to let some one know, we are thinking about them. 

Another important place for us is the graveyard for the homeless, the drug-takers, the alcoholics of The Hague. It’s a special place with the names of the people, written on a stone memorial. It’s a place the family of the street can visit. But it’s also a place the biological family can visit. 

In our chapel, we can share life and death, emotions of guilt, confusion or fear. It’s a special place and we want to share that place with you on Palm Sunday. We will walk from the Church of Our Saviour to the Church of the Homeless. Please join us.
