Homelessness

By Kimberly Davidson

 
Imagine that you don't know where you are going to spend tonight. Imagine that you have to call your friends and ask them if you can spend the night on their sofa--for the third time this week. Imagine you have the choice of going home to your violent husband, or drunken father, or staying out on the streets. A home is more than a roof. It is a place that is warm, safe, and secure. It is a place you can afford, and a place to grow and develop as a person.

It is extremely hard for someone to be poor and homeless for the first time. If you are born into poverty you know how the system of free services works. Dr. Ruby Payne, author of A Framework for Understanding Poverty said, "If you've been in poverty two generations or more, your decision making is very different, because, in poverty, your basic life is around survival, you don't have things anymore. You only have one possession that keeps you alive, and that's other people."
 For someone that has never been homeless, they do not know how to be poor.  It is an enormous emotional strain and they come to rely on a support network of family and friends—if they have one.  
1. What is Homelessness?

When one says “homeless” the average person thinks of the drunk living under a bridge or the filthy man standing by a freeway with a sign. Today the homeless represent a diverse population that now includes younger men, women with children, families, mentally ill, drug addicted, handicapped, veterans, and members of all races.

The definition of “homeless” varies depending on what organization you talk to.  Shepherd’s Door (Portland, Oregon) considers a woman to be “homeless” if she is living in an “unsafe” environment. Not so long ago, women and children were rare at rescue missions and shelters. Today they are common. According to some estimates, 80% of homeless families are headed by women. Even more significant, the population of homeless families has increased by 35%. Tens of thousands of women with children, living in one of the world's richest nations, are crowding shelters. 

Many homeless women suffer from mental health problems. Researchers indicate that these women have high rates of assault by male partners and have often experienced childhood physical and sexual abuse. Such circumstances have a long-term effect on emotions, self-perceptions, social functioning, and self-care. 

The IUGM Women and Family Ministry Survey stated the majority of homeless heads of families (mostly women) were not raised in intact homes (51%). In all, 18% spent time in foster homes, and 30% never had a father at home. Troubled families beget troubled children. These children, now adults, are in our family shelters. Some 53% have never been married, with only 17% now married. Women head 86% of these families.
 Homeless women with children will rarely be found malingering around the streets because the children can be taken away to foster care.
 
2. Pathways into Homelessness and The Homeless Experience 

Domestic violence and relationship breakdowns. A Ford Foundation study found that 50% of the homeless women with children in this country are fleeing abuse.
 A woman fleeing abuse may be forced to stay with numerous friends and family temporarily without any long-term options.  Or she may be forced to stay in her own personal unsafe home because she has no support network.

Addiction to substances. Only a small proportion of homeless women have alcohol problems. Drug problems are however common among young homeless women
. 

Uneducated: not trained or cannot find employment. For example, Luwana and her three children moved into a shelter for the first time. She spends each day searching for jobs. In order to take her children to school each morning, she sells her blood plasma, giving her enough money to gas up the family car.

Mental health problems tend to be more prevalent among homeless women than men. A very high proportion of older homeless women have a mental illness.

Economic: loss of job, husband dies, or divorces without means to support herself. After Alexandria's husband of 16 years abandoned the family, she spiraled into depression, lost her job and got evicted from her home. Alexandria said, “I couldn't even believe I was there. How could this have happened? I didn't see an end in sight.”

The breakdown of childhood homes, leaving local authority care or prison. Physical disabilities and veterans.
3. Shepherding Skills: “I am homeless and need assistance.” 

[This paper will focus on the woman fleeing from abuse.]  Each individual who is homeless, or living in bad housing, or an unsafe situation, is a person who is loved and valued by God. The shepherd must have belief in the dignity of the person and the value of respect. However, the church should use caution. Homeless people come to churches because “they will give you what you need.” Typically what most churches do is give a homeless person a food box or gas money or clothes and ignore the underlying issue(s).

We want to determine, one, does this woman fit the definition of homeless, and two, is this woman homeless by choice? Many homeless are on welfare and go from church to church asking for food, money, clothes, and do quite well. If you encounter such a woman, you might say, “I understand that you are on welfare, but when the church set up this program it was for emergencies and your situation doesn’t appear to be an emergency. Am I wrong? This appears to be a choice you have made. I respect your choice, but it’s not right for me to give you church resources.  What is your plan to not stay in this situation?” 

Recently a woman came to the church saying she was homeless and asked the church to find her a place to stay.  After probing, the minister learned that she did have a safe home, but she just didn’t want to be with her husband any more.  These two situations do not meet the criteria this paper will be discussing.

Today Lucy (fictional character) comes into the church office asking for a food box. She tells the office secretary that she and her children are hungry with nowhere to go. She has a large bruise on her cheek and appears to be limping. I invite her into my office and ask, “Can we talk about your need for the food box?” I probe deeper and ask, “Why do you seem to be homeless?” I want to find out if: (1) it is situational, like loss of job, (2) an issue, like abuse, or (3) financial, like poverty. We are not helping her by giving her food boxes over and over again. I learn she has made a few phone calls but can’t seem to “work the system” and is very frustrated.  She needs help.

She begins to her story and indicates that she can’t take her children back to her home because of the physical and verbal abuse perpetrated by her husband. After talking with Lucy I can feel her desperation and depression, and hear how the children are living in fear and isolation.  Her spouse is not taking responsibility for his behavior. 

 “My soul yearns, even faints, for the courts of the LORD; my heart and my flesh cry out for the living God. Even the sparrow has found a home, and the swallow a nest for herself, where she may have her young-- a place near your altar, O LORD Almighty, my King and my God. Blessed are those who dwell in your house; they are ever praising you.”-- Psalms 84:2-4
4. Questions to Discern
: 

1. Does Lucy have a support network (or has she burnt everyone out)? Can we help her rebuild one?

2. Where is she “emotionally”? How in touch is she with her issues?  Are there other symptoms masking underlying cases, such as addiction? If she says, “I have no idea why this has happened,” or begins blaming others, chances are she is not willing to do recovery work. 

3. Is she open to help, resources and programs that are available? It is important to connect the homeless with professionals because they can weed out the people in need versus the “scammers.” I advise Lucy to seek legal help and keep her necessities with her at all time (keys, drivers license, money, clothes) in case she does not return. Important: Have a complete church resource list on hand.
4. What is Lucy’s plan to change this situation and deal with her husband? In domestic violence cases she can be referred to a specialist for 30-45 days to work specifically on legal matters.  After that time period she may be eligible to go to a center such as Shepherd’s Door.

5.  In Pastoral Care We Should (the Do’s):

1. Treat the matter seriously. Believe her. This could be a matter of life and death. 

2. Try to determine the frequency and severity of the abuse. If her life is at risk you will need to set up some referrals to find her shelter. If she is not at risk the frequency may require intervention.

3. Let her talk and process the traumatic events.

4. Emphasize that you do not blame her for the abuse or the homeless situation she is in (even though she may blame herself).  

5. Tell her it’s not God’s will for her to suffer abuse or any other pain inducing situation. Abuse is sin and God hates it.

6. Assure her that leaving home does not necessarily lead to divorce. Often it is the action needed to get the abuser to admit he needs help.

7. Only she can make a decision as to what course of action she will take. Pray with her and for her. Set the truth out there for her to see, but let her decide.  It usually takes multiple attempts for a woman to take a stand against abuse in her home. 

8. Keep in contact with this woman.  Realize she will be (or is) traumatized by the abuse, by the separation, and by the prospect of handling her life and children on her own.  The church can help her in the areas of emotional healing (pastoral counseling), financial, baby-sitting, job training or search, etc. 

Do Not:

1. Treat this lightly and send her on her way with a food box. 

2. Offer pat answers like, “He didn’t mean it”, “I’m sure it will okay.”

3. Give her more advice that you are equipped to give. 

4. Give up on her when she continues to go back home. Do not encourage her to try again because he said he was sorry.

6.  Steps to Recovery: "Life Themes" Identified As Essential for Recovery

The Knox Area Rescue Ministry commissioned a study of recovery from homelessness by the SRI Gallup organization. This survey identified six critical "life themes" that separated those homeless people who recovered from those who did not
: 

Spiritual. Persons that describe themselves as born again Christians find faith to be very important in recovery. This spirituality theme strengthens a person individually, and is the basis for a commonality in building relationships with other people. When the spiritual theme is weak, homeless persons do not seem to have the power to get on their road to recovery.

Self-Insight: Persons are high on the self-insight theme when they can make rather accurate descriptions of themselves, both in terms of their weaknesses and of their strengths. Self-insight has to do primarily with the cognitive dimensions of a person's life, about which there can be some fairly objective assessments. When the self-insight theme is weak, persons live in an unrealistic world. They make excuses for their condition and tend to blame other people for their situation rather than take action.

Security: When the security theme is strong, persons feel safe. Their fears that others might be trying to hurt them subside. They have people they can access, talk to and live with. They have certain possessions that are important to them that they attach themselves to. When the security theme is strong, these persons feel that they can take risks with other people. The best example of a safe person is Jesus. In Him were found the three qualities of a safe person--dwelling, grace and truth. Safe relationships are ones where: 
1. We can be present with another, connecting on a deep level. 

2. We receive grace and acceptance with no condemnation, giving us freedom from the fear of rejection. 

3. We speak the truth to one another, confronting each other as needed. 

Self-Awareness: Persons who are high on the self-awareness theme are in touch with their own emotions. As they grow they can discuss their emotions with other people rather than keep them inside. They can own the bad things that have happened to them, and they can know the good feelings that they want to achieve. 

People Support: The people support theme may be the best single theme explanation of why persons are described as homeless--they have no people support. Persons high on the people support theme have others who care about them. They have family members who are continuously concerned about them and know where they are. When homeless people are at their lowest level of existence, they don't have anyone amongst their family or from their friendships who knows where they are--they are lost persons. When they are high on the people support theme, they have developed friends who give them recognition, praise them, and admire them. 

7.  Shepherding Guidelines:

Be sensitive upon meeting this person that God may be involved. God knows our needs better than we do, and wants us to be alert to the women He puts into our path. Numerous Bible characters crossed high hurdles to establish a connection because they believed God was leading. 

Lean on the Holy Spirit. Women do a lot by intuition, and we need to check our hunches about this person and situation with the Holy Spirit. We are wise to move ahead when something seems “good to the Holy Spirit and to us” (Acts 15:28).

Risk-taking is essential to connecting and bonding to a stranger. For example, in the Bible Ruth, Jonathon and Mary took risks in initiating friendships and then making themselves vulnerable. In Gethsemane, Jesus vulnerably told Peter, James and John that He needed their support and prayer because His soul was overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death (Mark 14:34).

Unfailing love—Christlikeness. It takes discipline to show Christlikeness (unfailing love) to a woman who seems insensitive to your help, or hurts you with unkind words, or stands you up. Christ shows us His faithfulness daily, and we become Christlike if we can show steadfast kindness in these tough situations. Secondly, our words are imperative.  We can make negative comments about this woman’s husband or boyfriend, and further taint her impression of men. Or we can encourage this woman to think well of men by giving her positive role models. We can be a mentor by helping her in practical matters and sharing inspirational stories and Scripture.

8.  Impact of theology ~ God’s perspective

For 2,000 years Christians have demonstrated the love of God by extending a compassionate hand of service to those who are suffering and needy. If people are hungry, Jesus calls us to feed them. If they are sick, we are to visit them (and send them doctors and nurses). If they are homeless, we are to provide shelter. 

Sheila Walsh wrote, “When the needy cross our path, we can choose to show selfish indifference, or we can take our eyes off our own needs and follow Jesus to love the unlovely.”
  Jesus wants us to model compassion. Compassion is showing pity, mercy, sympathy, kindliness, and concern (according to a synonym finder). 

9.  Scripture that Speaks of Homelessness:

Matthew 25:34-46:

"Then the King will say to those on his right, 'Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world. 35 For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, 36 I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.'37 "Then the righteous will answer him, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? 38 When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? 39 When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?' 40 "The King will reply, 'I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.'  41 "Then he will say to those on his left, 'Depart from me, you who are cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. 42 For I was hungry and you gave me nothing to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, 43 I was a stranger and you did not invite me in, I needed clothes and you did not clothe me, I was sick and in prison and you did not look after me.'  44 "They also will answer, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or needing clothes or sick or in prison, and did not help you?' 45 "He will reply, 'I tell you the truth, whatever you did not do for one of the least of these, you did not do for me.' 46 "Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life." 
1 John 3:17-20: 

“If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.  This then is how we know that we belong to the truth, and how we set our hearts at rest in his presence whenever our hearts condemn us. For God is greater than our hearts, and he knows everything.”

10.  Homeless Persons in the Bible

Many have said that Jesus was homeless. Jesus was not homeless. "A few days later, when Jesus again entered Capernaum, the people heard that he had come home'' (Mark 2:1). 

As we studied the Book of Job we saw a man that lost everything that belonged to him, including his home. And Job was a righteous man.

In the Book of Ruth we have a realistic picture of the desperate plight of two widows who in those days had no means of support. In today’s world they most likely would have been homeless. We see that God can enter the poorest of social conditions and work out His purposes through them. 

Mark 5:1-20 is the story about a man who lived like an animal in the tombs (the healing of a demon-possessed man). Scripture says, “night and day among the tombs and in the hills he would cry out and cut himself with stones.”  Like other victims of homelessness, perhaps his set of personal or emotional circumstances led to living like an animal among the tombs.
11.  Conclusion

Caring for America's poor and homeless affects everyone. We are all part of a community and this is what we do in a community. We love our neighbors and think about them. By individuals helping individuals that the cycle of poverty can begin to be broken. 
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