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​FOREWORD
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Drew Snider tells a moving story of what God has been doing in the Downtown East Side of Vancouver over a ten-year period. An inexhaustible capacity for disappointment is a requirement for ministry, but so is the ability to see nuggets of gold along the way. This story is full of unpredictable twists and turns, but gold is mined, and lives are changed by encountering the Spirit of Jesus Christ. 

Charles Price, pastor-at-large, The People’s Church, Toronto
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INTRODUCTION
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Conditions on “the streets” in any major city in North America (in fact, you can take out the “major” part) have become one of the great political footballs of the 21st Century. Whatever the particular “solution” being floated by politicians and social scientists, the image presented to the general public instills what the late Hunter S. Thompson would have called fear and loathing.

Yet there is an element to this situation that people need to remember. The folks you see on the streets, camping in sidewalk tents, sleeping in doorways of boarded-up buildings or taking over a bench at a bus stop, are people. They have faces. They have names. They have stories. And one of the inconvenient truths is that anybody – you, I, anyone you see who appears to be well-off – is one slip-up away from starting that cascade of events that leads to the same situation. So I won’t sugar-coat the situation, because it can be scary and dangerous; but this book is intended to introduce you to THEM.

PART ONE: THEY, THE PEOPLE

[Jesus said], “Are not two sparrows sold for a copper coin? And not one of them falls to the ground apart from your Father’s will. But the very hairs of your head are all numbered. Do not fear therefore; you are of more value than many sparrows.” 

—Matt. 10:29-31

WELCOME TO SAMARIA

Behold, I say to you: lift up your eyes and look at the fields, for they are already white for the harvest!

—John 4:35

When Jesus spoke those words, He was looking out on Samaria. In Old Testament times, when Israel and Judea were separate countries, Samaria was the capital of Israel. Over a relatively short historical period, Samaria was besieged, conquered, sacked and eventually populated with a macedoine of nationalities: a sort of ethnic dumping ground. A lot of religions were practiced there, and the Bible tells us of plagues that befell the people, which were reversed when they got right with God again. Even though Samaritans claimed to be descendants of Abraham, recalled the captivity in Egypt and recognized Moses as the mediator of God’s commandments, they were rejected by Jews because of their “impurity” – whether due to intermarriage or their differences on whether to worship on Mount Gerizim or in Jerusalem.

Samaritans were outcasts.
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Some call it Canada’s Worst Postal Code – or is it the whitest fields?

Today, every urban area has its “Samaria”: The Bowery in New York; East LA, Pioneer Square in Seattle, and on and on. 

Vancouver’s Samaria is contained within three parallel east-west streets – Cordova, Hastings and Pender – along a 10-block stretch. The people who live there come from a variety of origins: mostly Indigenous, then English and French-Canadian; also Black, Hispanic, even some Middle Eastern. Some are Christian, some are Indigenous who have gone to “the ways” – trying to improve their lives by the traditional belief systems that pre-dated European contact. The vast majority are drug addicts or alcoholics, many are mentally ill. Despite the “harm reduction” strategy initially sold to the public as a way of cleaning up the streets and reducing crime (it hasn’t), people still shoot heroin in back alleys and smoke crack cocaine pretty much anywhere while drug deals go down in the open. 
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"Really, I'm fine ..."
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STOP! HEY! WHAT’S THAT SMELL?
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It was a warm evening in June, 2004. Quite pleasant, really, until I walked into the Rainbow Mission on Vancouver’s Downtown East Side (DTES) and was assailed with an aromatic mixture of stale urine and BO. Surely, one would think, people aren’t going all day, day by day, wrapped in that smell?

Oh, yes.

They are.

The “homeless”, “unhoused”, “unsheltered”, “street community” – there are a myriad names for the people in areas like the Downtown East Side – have become one of the great political footballs of our time. Politicians run on a platform of Doing Something About It, whether it’s “eliminating homelessness by 2015” (oops), “cleaning up the streets”, “involuntary treatment”, or promoting “safe supply”. 

Two things became apparent to me, early on. One, is that drugs are not a problem in areas like the DTES, but are the solution. They’re the solution to a load of problems, individual or collective. The job of any Evangelist is to point people towards a better solution, one which is both individually tailored and one-size-fits-all.

The other is that “homelessness” is a typo. The real issue is hopelessness. Whether they were on drugs, booze, mentally ill, or caught a few bad breaks and weren’t able to deal with them, the loss of hope is what lands them on the street, sleeping in shelters or in bedbug-infested single-room hotels or out in the open. While providing food, clothing and other necessities is a “must” for Missions, hope is the dearest commodity.

Consider Mary Magdalene at Jesus’ tomb: in John 20, she is weeping at Jesus’ tomb. Not just weeping, but sobbing uncontrollably. Imagine: her one source of hope – Jesus, the one Man who treated her as a human being, worthy of being loved – had not only been brutally tortured and killed, but now, she can’t even view the body.

When Jesus appears to her, that hope is restored many times over. When He tells her, “Don’t cling to Me”, He’s not pushing her away; rather, He’s telling her that He still has to send the Comforter – the Holy Spirit – to anyone who’ll receive Him.

That, I believe, is the role of a Mission: not just to feed and clothe people, but to help them find the hope that only the Holy Spirit can provide.

Through it all, something appears to have been forgotten: we’re not talking about statistics, theories or even transnational conspiracies involving drug production and money-laundering. 

We’re dealing with people.

Not numbers.

Not blights on the public landscape.

Not “bad for business”.


People. 


John Fischer uses the term “un-different”, and the idea of this book is to demonstrate that by telling you about the people I met during ten years of ministry on Vancouver’s Downtown East Side. I also served two years at the Mustard Seed Street Church in Victoria, but privacy concerns prevent me from mentioning people from that more recent time. Many of them don’t want others to know where they are, much less how they are and how they got there; but between the two cities, the principle remains the same.

That being said, the accounts you’re about to read are true, and the names have not been changed. This is to reinforce the point that these are people: real people with real stories. Even using pseudonyms would diminish that fact.

So with that, let’s meet THEM.
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PART ONE: THEY, THE PEOPLE
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SAMANTHA: THE FIRST ENCOUNTER

I was living in North Surrey in spring of 2004, working weekend nights at a radio station in downtown Vancouver. That was where I encountered Rainbow Mission, a hole-in-the-wall ministry near Oppenheimer Park. Looking back on it, I’m glad the Lord sent me there, rather than to places “deeper” in the Downtown East Side. It’s likely I would not have lasted a month in that area; but the neighbourhood around Rainbow Mission – at least at that time – was much quieter. 

I met the senior pastor, Robert Brown, at his Sunday afternoon service, and he decided to let me preach a sermon the following Saturday night. I was excited: my first sermon!

But I didn’t make it. Walking down Main Street from the SkyTrain station to the Mission, I saw what appeared to be a pile of clothes in the doorway of a vacant building. I walked a bit further, then stopped in my tracks and turned around. The pile of clothes was, in fact, a person.

“Hello in there,” I said. “Are you OK?”

The person shook herself awake and blinked. “What do you want?”

“I’m not hassling you. I just wanted to see if you were OK.”

She sat up. “Yeah ... yeah. I’m fine, thanks.”

“What’s your name?”

“Samantha.”

I sat down beside her. She looked about 40, so a bit younger than me, with sandy hair and, I think, was attractive at one time, except that her face appeared to be bent, as if she’d had an injury or a birth defect. I’d never really conversed with someone I knew to be a “street person”, so I had this image of a “hooker with a heart of gold”. Whether Samantha qualified for that, I don’t know. What I could see was that, as soon as it was established that I wasn’t going to assault her, arrest her or – being a preacher-type – judge her, she opened up.

We talked about kids, living in Montreal (we both had lived there at some point) and life in general. She didn’t tell me her “story”, and I didn’t feel the need to drag it out of her. At one point, she reached into her purse, took out a glass tube and a lighter and fired up a rock of crack cocaine. I caught the first whiff of what would become a familiar scent.

She sat and smoked, and I had one of those “look at me now” moments: it was a Saturday night in Vancouver, one of the most exciting cities in North America, and there I was, sitting on the concrete pavement in the doorway of an abandoned building on Main Street, talking with a street person as she smoked crack. And something just Felt Right.

Samantha reached into her purse again and pulled out a purple ball-point pen. 

“This is my gift to you,” she said. She didn’t say why she was giving me something. I hung onto that pen for years.

At length, she got up. “Well, I gotta get out there,” she said. 

I knew what she was referring to. “Why do you have to do that?”

She looked at me indulgently. “Gotta find a place to sleep, eh?”

We hugged each other and went separate ways. I never saw her again.
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THE WORST JUDGMENT

When they were preaching the Gospel in Antioch (Acts 13), Paul and Barnabas challenge those who refuse to receive their Word, saying “... you judge yourselves unworthy of everlasting life ....” Judging oneself is one thing: judging whether someone else is worthy is even worse.

Bennett Cerf, the publisher and raconteur, wrote in his book, Try and Stop Me (New York, Simon and Shuster, 1944), relates an anecdote about Fiorello LaGuardia, who was mayor of New York City from 1934 through 1946.

The story goes that LaGuardia would spend one day a month fulfilling his role as Chief Magistrate, presiding over Magistrate's Court. One day, a woman was brought before him, charged with stealing a loaf of bread. She confessed, saying she had no other way to feed her family. He fined her $50, then suspended the sentence and found everyone else in the courtroom guilty of "living in a city where a woman has to steal to feed her family". Each person was fined $10 and the sheriff was ordered to collect the fines on the spot. Then he turned the money over to the woman.

I include this anecdote not to defend crime in the name of poverty but as a reality check, looking at the legion of “old guys” who are also part of the DTES scene. It’s not just drug addicts and (as some would prefer to think) able-bodied young people who should get out and get a job.

One morning, as I arrived at The Lord's Rain, I passed Pastor Joe, who was a fixture in the area and at the Mission, puttering around the DTES – often with a walker – proclaiming Jesus to anyone who will listen. (He had led the Saturday night services for a while before I got there, and occasionally would accuse me of “stealing” them from him.)

Joe was sitting on a street-level window ledge, eyes closed, and at least half asleep. He's a fixture in the area: he calls himself Pastor Joe and putters around the Downtown East Side, usually with a walker, proclaiming Jesus to anyone who'll listen. Sometimes he has a roof over his head; sometimes not. Apparently, that was one of those "not" nights.

Then there’s Bill—well into his 60s and spends his days pushing a shopping cart around the city. He has a slight Eastern European accent and I sometimes see him in the West End, a considerable distance from the DTES—collecting bottles. "Good morning, Father," he says when he comes in for his coffee. (I'm not a Catholic priest, but if that's his way of addressing a leader in a religious setting, that's OK
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	I had no idea that the Oasis had supported Gospel Mission since the 1950s.  

	The Oasis “just happened” to have a number of tradespeople in the congregation – people who could hammer a nail without bending it and knew one end of a saw from the other.

	Among the volunteer builders was a building contractor who happened to go to the same church as I in Vancouver.

	I had known my friend in New York since 1978, through a connection totally unrelated to Ministry. 

	The couple who supplied the other donation, which kick-started the project, went to the church I was going to in Vancouver, but were only there for a very short time. They started going to another church not long after they made the donation.





























































































































































	a man who had worked on the judicial review of the genocide in Rwanda two decades ago, spoke with one disabled Aboriginal man, finding out about the apartment where he lives, and the fact that he does feel safe and cared-for;

	a prison warden from Kingston, Ontario, felt "overwhelmed" at the kindness and welcoming spirit of the people she met at The Lord's Rain;

	an Aboriginal leader found someone with a mutual friend back home in Saskatchewan: no one knew where he had gone, so she was able to take back word that he was alright;

	the teacher from Toronto—also a Christian—said it was "wonderful" to see faith being acknowledged on the tour. This was the second day of the tour, and she told me there had already been a "lively discussion" about whether "religion [was] the cause of all the ills of the world." She also works with single parents through her church, a large West Indian church in Toronto.
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