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WHY I NO LONGER ADVOCATE FOR "THE HOMELESS"
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“…This man went down to his home justified rather than the other…”

(Luke 18:9-14)

In Luke 18, Jesus tells a parable about two men who go the Temple to pray. As I reflect on my twenty-five years of ministry, these two praying men have revealed much to me about my calling and response to the issue of homelessness.

The first man who goes to pray declares his good works to God. With this same certainty I, too, once went about my ministry work. I am familiar with this man whose religious piety leads him to do good things, sometimes even beyond expectations. His model requires some personal sacrifice, but it is quickly mastered. This first man taught me to advocate for the homeless.

Then I discovered the second fellow. He went to the temple to disclose his own brokenness before God and human witnesses. His lessons require courage and take time to soak into the marrow of one’s soul. As a result of getting to know this man, I concluded that I can no longer advocate for the homeless.

My outreach to the homeless was moved by compassion, or so I thought. I saw the victims and sought to rescue them. Yet my good intentions actually reinforced the status quo for my homeless friends. My responses were at heart acts of sympathy motivated by personal guilt. At the end of a day of offering food, shelter and attempted rescue, I felt better. I went home “justified”. The next day, however, my neighbor remained hungry, cold, addicted, and in need of shelter. My ministry was not a catalyst for change. 

Millions of private dollars are raised and expended annually on services that provide food, emergency shelter and limited health care to the hundreds of chronic and acute homeless individuals within our community. And it is a good thing for folks to have access to sustaining food. It is necessary to offer shelter in an emergency to people who find themselves without refuge. It is vital to respond to folks who have acute medical needs. The problem lies when all our resources are dedicated to managing homelessness but never ending it. Continually responding to crises does not restore an individual's long-term safety, security or dignity. 

That is why I will no longer advocate for the homeless.

To advocate for "the homeless" is to lump every one into a collective identity. Such advocacy tends to suggest that the catalyst for change must come from outside the group. The victim is powerless until the rescuer arrives. Unfortunately, the myriad factors that lead to homelessness are overlooked. Personal resources that might be mustered are likewise ignored by the rescuer; they must, otherwise, there is no need for the rescuer. The homeless individual is not truly empowered, only served. 

I began to get honest about my motivations for serving the homeless when I got honest about my own brokenness. I had to acknowledge that my sympathetic responses were about meeting my own spiritual and emotional needs, not those of my neighbors who are homeless. I had to acknowledge that I felt guilty for being such a mess, and wanted to make up for it. 

I can no longer advocate for "the homeless"—but I will advocate for an individual who is homeless.

· I will appreciate, empower and resource an individual's own personal responsibility and accountability, and will call for a just forum for its exercise. 
· I am committed to ending homelessness for my neighbor, and will advocate for nothing short of transitional and permanent housing, with appropriate support services. 
· I will do nothing that reinforces the identity of "victimhood" or that enables chronic homelessness. 
· I will serve my homeless neighbor out of empathy, not sympathy. 
· I am committed to personal reflection and spiritual formation that include acknowledging my story and my brokenness. 
· I will seek God's help to mature beyond using others to meet my own emotional needs, so that I can honestly present an empowering, empathetic presence with a chronically homeless individual.

I have forgotten many names and faces through the long years of working with folks who exist on the streets. However, the two men in Jesus’ parable have very familiar faces. I see both of them every time I look into the mirror.

