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A note on the writing process: the research, theological positions, pastoral judgments, and convictions in this book are entirely my own, developed over thirty-five years of ministry and study. In preparing this manuscript, I made use of AI writing assistance to help shape and format the Socratic dialogue structure. The ideas are mine. The process used available tools. I mention this not as a disclaimer but as a matter of honest dealing with my readers.
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This book is a dialogue. It is not a transcript. No one recorded these conversations. No one was present. The five people who sit at this table never actually occupied the same room. What they share is a question — and a willingness, however uncomfortable, to follow that question wherever honest thinking leads.

The form I am using here is as old as serious thinking itself. Socrates never wrote a book. His method was conversation — persistent, probing, unwilling to accept comfortable answers when harder and truer ones were available. For more than two thousand years, writers and thinkers who cared about ideas have borrowed that method when the question they were trying to answer was too large and too contested for a single voice. That is what this book is. A borrowed method in service of an urgent question.

The five characters at this table are not randomly chosen. Each one carries a distinct tradition, a distinct set of convictions, and a distinct body of experience. Socrates questions. Christian speaks from thirty-plus years of pastoral and street ministry inside a biblical worldview. Sister Agnes Moreau brings the tradition of radical unconditional service. Dr. Marcus Cole brings the discipline of honest economic and social analysis. Dr. Linda Farrell brings the hard-won knowledge of someone who has run programs, watched them fail, and kept asking why.

Three of these five are fictional. Sister Agnes, Dr. Cole, and Dr. Farrell are not real people. But the arguments they make are real. Every position they take, every piece of data they cite, every challenge they raise is drawn from the published work of real thinkers who have engaged these questions seriously over many years. Those thinkers are identified in the “Behind the Voices” section at the back of this volume. Readers who want to go deeper will find their work worth the investment.

A word about the numbers in this dialogue. The statistics referenced throughout these conversations are estimates, not established certainties. The data on homelessness in America is contested, politically charged, and frequently shaped by the assumptions and interests of whoever commissioned the research. Where a number appears at this table, the characters themselves flag its limitations. That is not weakness. That is honesty. A book that pretends the data is cleaner than it is would undermine its own argument. The reader deserves to know what we actually know — and how much we are still guessing at.

This book operates inside a specific theological framework. The Author is an ordained Southern Baptist pastor with more than thirty-five years of ministry experience, including extensive work with the homeless population in his community. The convictions that shape Christian’s voice at the table are the author’s own convictions. Every Scripture quotation throughout this volume is taken from the New King James Version. That is not an accident. It is a commitment. The Word of God in the language in which the author knows it best.

There are two people in this book who are not at the table. James and Maria. They are composite characters — not one person but many people the author has known across thirty years of ministry. Their stories thread through the dialogues. They are the reason for every argument made at this table. They are the reason this book exists. If this dialogue serves them — or serves the people like them who are still on the street tonight — it will have done what it was meant to do.

Finally — this book will make some readers uncomfortable. It is supposed to. The comfortable conversation about homelessness has been going on for decades and it has not moved very many people from the street into restored life. This book is an attempt at a different kind of conversation. The kind where everyone at the table — including the author — is willing to be implicated. The kind where the truth gets spoken even when it costs something to say it. The kind that a Provisionist reading of Scripture demands — because a faith that takes human responsibility seriously before God must be willing to take it seriously here as well.

— Dennis Piearcy

Every serious conversation about homelessness eventually runs into the same wall. The data is clear about what works. The programs that produce lasting change share specific characteristics. The programs that do not produce lasting change also share specific characteristics.

The research is not ambiguous.

What the research cannot tell you is why. Why the same intervention works in one setting and fails in another. Why some people walk through the door of change and others do not. Why the most compassionate programs sometimes produce the most dependent populations.

This book is going to press on that why. Not gently. Carefully and honestly and with great respect for everyone at this table. But the pressing will be real. Because the people in the doorway deserve an honest answer more than they deserve a comfortable one.
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A NOTE ON THE FIVE AT THE TABLE
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SOCRATES — The Questioner

Socrates does not argue a position. He excavates everyone else’s. His method is as simple as it is relentless — he asks the question underneath the question, and when the answer arrives he asks what follows from it. He has no stake in any particular outcome at this table. He has every stake in honesty. He will not allow anyone to stay comfortable, to hide behind good intentions, or to mistake sentiment for thought. He presses on two things above all others throughout this dialogue. First — what do we actually know, and what are we merely assuming? Second — who has the right to define what help means for someone who did not ask for their definition of it?

Socrates does not share the Christian faith of several others at this table. He does not share anyone’s faith. But he understands that the deepest questions about suffering and obligation and human dignity are not finally answerable without a foundation, and he will press every person at this table to name theirs and defend it.

CHRISTIAN — The Biblical Worldview

Christian is a pastor. He has been a pastor for more than thirty-five years. He has preached from the pulpit and he has sat on curbs. He has conducted funerals for people whose names the city never knew and he has watched people he invested years in walk away from everything they had been offered and go back to the street. He speaks from experience, not theory. He does not have the luxury of purely theoretical positions. The people he is talking about have faces.

He operates inside a Provisionist theological framework — one that takes seriously both the sovereignty of God and the genuine freedom and moral responsibility of every human being made in God’s image. He believes that cooperative grace is real, that every person has the capacity to respond to God and to genuine help, and that the responsibility for that response belongs to the person who receives the offer. He does not use this as an excuse to abandon anyone. He uses it as a reason to tell the truth — because truth told in love is one of the most fundamental acts of respect one human being can extend to another.

He knows James. He knows Maria. He has known people like them for thirty-five years. He will speak about them at this table with the weight of that knowledge and the grief of it and the stubborn hope that refuses to let go of either one.

SISTER AGNES MOREAU — The Voice of Radical Unconditional Compassion

Sister Agnes is a French Catholic nun who has spent the better part of her life in the streets of American cities. She is not naive. She has seen everything this table will discuss. She has held people while they died from choices she could not change. She has watched the money flow into organizations and not reach the people it was meant for. She has sat with mothers whose children chose the street over the home she had helped them build.

None of that has changed her fundamental conviction. She serves the person in front of her because that person is a human being made in the image of God. Not because of what they will do with the help. Not because she expects a particular outcome. Because they are human and she is human and in that shared humanity lies an obligation that no failure rate can dissolve. She will be the most personally challenging voice at this table. She will also surprise the table by owning her own share of the failure. Her character is built from the life and writings of Mother Teresa of Calcutta.

DR. MARCUS COLE — The Voice of Honest Economic Analysis

Dr. Cole grew up in poverty. That is not background information. It is the source of everything he brings to this table. He did not study poverty from the outside. He lived it. He made it out. And then he spent his career asking the questions that the people who never lived it are most reluctant to ask — because the answers threaten the systems that fund their careers and validate their self-image.

He is an economist. He brings data. He brings the discipline of following an argument wherever the evidence leads regardless of whether the conclusion is comfortable. He has no patience for programs that feel good and produce nothing, for institutions that profit from the continuation of the problem they were created to solve, or for the kind of sentimentality that allows people to feel generous while funding destruction. He is not cruel. He is precise. There is a difference — though people who have never examined their own assumptions sometimes cannot tell them apart. His character is built from the work of Thomas Sowell and Walter E. Williams.

DR. LINDA FARRELL — The Voice of Street-Level Social Work Reality

Dr. Farrell has run programs. She has hired staff and written grant reports and sat across from people in crisis and tried to connect them with the help that was theoretically available to them. She has watched people cycle through the system fifteen times. She has sat in rooms where the conversation was explicitly about how to frame outcome data to protect funding rather than how to improve the outcomes themselves. She carries that as a moral injury that has not healed.

She is not a conservative. She genuinely believes that well-designed intervention can change lives — because she has seen it happen, rarely and at great cost, when the conditions were right. She is honest about what those conditions require and how seldom they are met. She occupies the difficult middle ground at this table — not giving up on the possibility of change, not pretending the system is working, and asking with relentless precision the question that most people in her field have learned to stop asking: what does it actually look like to help someone who cannot or will not help themselves? Her character is built from the work of Robert Halpern and Jon Kuhrt.
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James is not one person. He is many people. He is the man who showed up at the church on a Tuesday morning with a story that was partly true and a need that was entirely real. He is the man the author has driven to a shelter and watched walk away from the door before going in. He is the man who called at two in the morning from a pay phone outside a gas station with nothing left. He is the man who made it — and the one who did not — and every one in between.

Maria is not one person. She is many women. She is the daughter whose mother sat across from the author’s desk and cried with the particular exhaustion of someone who has been trying to save another person’s life for eleven years without being asked if she was all right. She is the woman on the street whose eyes were too clear for what surrounded her — who knew exactly where she was and exactly what it was costing her and had somehow come to believe she deserved no better. She is the woman the author still prays about.

Their stories thread through every dialogue in this book. They appear at the opening of each conversation in a brief italicized section before the arguments begin. They are not symbols. They are not illustrations. They are the reason every argument at this table matters. The reader who keeps them in view while the conversation unfolds will understand something about this problem that no statistic can convey.

James’s story ends in the closing dialogue. So does Maria’s. Their endings are not the same. This is not a book that promises a particular outcome for everyone. It is a book that asks what faithfulness looks like when the outcome is not guaranteed — and what it costs to stay when staying is the hardest thing available.
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A WORD BEFORE WE SIT DOWN
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His name was James. That is not his real name. But everything else about him is real — real enough that the author has changed only the name and let everything else stand as he found it.

He was fifty-one years old when he first walked into the church. He was wearing a jacket that was too thin for November and shoes that had seen three winters past their last useful mile. He asked for gas money. He said he needed to get to a job interview in a town forty-five minutes away. He said he had a brother there who was going to let him stay until he got back on his feet.

He had a way of talking that made you want to believe him. Not slick — the opposite of slick. He fumbled with his words a little. He looked at the floor when he asked for help. There was something in him that had not been entirely broken yet, and you could see it, and it made you want to do something with it before it went.

The author gave him the gas money. He watched James walk to the parking lot. He watched the direction James turned when he got to the street. It was not the direction of the highway.

That was not the end of James’s story. It was the beginning of understanding it.

I have been in pastoral ministry for more than thirty-five years. I have preached from pulpits and I have sat in gutters. I have conducted graveside services for men whose names did not appear in any county record and I have attended celebrations for men and women who, by every measure available to the people who were certain they would not make it, were not supposed to be there. I have seen what genuine help looks like when it works and I have seen what it looks like when it doesn’t, and I have spent a very long time thinking about the difference.

This book is the product of that thinking — filtered through thirty-five years of experience, through Scripture, through the hard-won wisdom of men and women who have spent their lives in this work, and through the kind of honest reckoning with failure that pastoral ministry eventually demands of everyone who stays in it long enough.

Before anyone sits down at this table I want to name three things clearly. Not as conclusions — the dialogue has not happened yet. As the conditions under which honest conversation about this subject becomes possible.

The first is this. There is not one homeless population in America. There are at least three, and treating them as one is the first and most consequential mistake in almost every conversation about this subject.

The first group is the people who are down on their luck. They had something and lost it. A job disappeared. A medical crisis consumed everything they had saved. A legal problem — sometimes their own fault, sometimes not — took the floor out from under them. A marriage ended. A death changed everything overnight. They did not choose this. They are not comfortable in it. They want out. And they are the people most likely to respond to genuine help — if the help that reaches them is actually designed to produce restoration rather than to manage their continued presence in the system.

The second group is the people who have chosen this life. That statement will make some readers uncomfortable. It is supposed to. Because it is true, and the discomfort of saying it out loud has cost more lives than the statement itself ever could. Some people, for reasons that range from deep psychological wounds to profound spiritual lostness to genuine preference for a life without institutional obligation, have chosen the street. They are not victims of circumstance in the way the first group is. Pretending otherwise does not honor them. It simply ensures that the help designed for the first group gets consumed by the second.

The third group is the people whose homelessness is inseparable from severe mental illness. This is the most complicated category and the one the system is least equipped to address honestly. Many of these individuals cannot make informed decisions about their own care. The illness itself — in many cases — has removed their awareness that they are ill. The question of how to love someone whose capacity for informed choice has been compromised by their condition is one of the most painful questions in this book. It will not be resolved neatly. It deserves better than a neat resolution.


Proverbs 19:17 (NKJV)  “He who has pity on the poor lends to the LORD, and He will pay back what he has given.”


The second thing I want to name is this. Of all three groups combined, the fraction of people who are genuinely positioned and willing to move toward stable, restored, self-sustaining life is small. I cannot give you a peer-reviewed percentage. No one can. The data on this question is contested, politically charged, and shaped by the interests of the people funding the research. What I can give you is the accumulated observation of thirty-five years of pastoral ministry, confirmed by the testimony of every honest frontline worker I have ever spoken with. It is a small fraction. Workers with decades of experience in this field estimate somewhere around one in five. The number may be generous. It is certainly not pessimistic enough to justify walking away. And it is certainly honest enough to demand that we stop pretending the problem is simpler than it is.


Proverbs 14:31 (NKJV)  “He who oppresses the poor reproaches his Maker, but he who honors Him has mercy on the needy.”


The third thing I want to name before anyone sits down is what I believe about compassion. I believe compassion without truth is not compassion. I believe that telling someone what they want to hear when what they need to hear is different is not kindness. I believe that funding someone’s destruction while calling it generosity is a form of harm that wears a friendly face. And I believe that the church’s obligation to the poor — which is real, which is Scriptural, which is non-negotiable — does not require pretending that the problem is simpler than it is or that every offer of help will be received as it was intended. Compassion that cannot tell the truth is not the compassion of Jesus. It is the compassion of people who want to feel better about themselves without paying the cost of genuine engagement.


James 2:15–17 (NKJV)  “If a brother or sister is naked and destitute of daily food, and one of you says to them, “Departure in peace, be warmed and filled,” but you do not give them the things which are needed for the body, what does it profit? Thus also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead.”


That passage from James is not a call to unconditional giving. It is a call to genuine meeting of genuine need. The key phrase is “the things which are needed.” Not the things requested. Not the things that make the giver feel most generous. The things that are actually needed. That distinction is the spine of everything this table is about to discuss.


Micah 6:8 (NKJV)  “He has shown you, O man, what is good; and what does the LORD require of you but to do justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God?”


Justice. Mercy. Humility. Not one of the three without the others. Justice without mercy becomes cruelty. Mercy without justice becomes enabling. Both without humility become self-righteousness. The table ahead of us is an attempt to hold all three together — which is harder than holding any one of them alone, and the only approach that is finally faithful to the God who requires all three.

James is in this conversation from beginning to end. So is Maria. So are the men and women whose faces I carry after thirty-five years of this work. So are the taxpayers whose money has disappeared into systems that were never seriously trying to help anyone. So are the churches that have written checks and called it obedience. So am I.

Pull up a chair. This is going to be an honest conversation. Those are always the uncomfortable ones. They are also always the only ones worth having.

— Dennis Piearcy

OPENING ROUND

Who Are We Actually Talking About?

James was not the first person the author had given gas money to. He was not the first person who had told a story that was partly true in the direction of partly helpful. He was not the first person who had turned the wrong way at the end of the parking lot.

He was, however, the first person whose face the author could not stop seeing afterward. Not with judgment. With something more complicated than judgment. The kind of thing that makes a pastor’s wife ask at dinner what he is thinking about, and the honest answer is — a man I gave twenty dollars to this morning and I don’t know what I actually did.

That question — what did I actually do — is the question that eventually became this book.

SOCRATES: Before we argue about what should be done — before we debate policy or theology or economics or the proper disposition of charitable resources — I want to ask each person at this table something more basic. Describe for me the last homeless person you actually encountered. Not a statistic. Not a category. A person. What did they look like? What did they say? What did you do? And — here is the part I want you to think about carefully before you answer — what did you assume about them in the first thirty seconds before they said a word?

I ask this because I have noticed something about conversations of this kind. The people having the conversation are almost never talking about the same person. They believe they are. They use the same word — homeless — and they imagine they share a referent. They do not. And until that fact is named, every argument that follows is conducted at cross purposes without either side knowing it.

So. Who are we talking about? Start anywhere you like.

CHRISTIAN: I’ll start with James. He walked into the church on a Tuesday morning in November. Fifty-one years old. Jacket too thin for the weather. He asked for gas money. He said he needed to get to a job interview. He had a specific story — a brother in a town forty minutes away, a promise of a place to stay. He did not look me in the eye when he asked. There was something in him that felt like embarrassment, which I have learned over the years to read as a small but significant sign.

I gave him the money. I watched him walk to the parking lot. I watched him turn the wrong direction at the street. I stood at the window and watched him go and I prayed for him and I did not know whether I had helped him or hurt him and I still do not know for certain. I have a strong suspicion. But I do not know.

That is who I am talking about at this table. A man with a name. A man whose story I only partly know. A man who may be in Group One — genuinely down on his luck and circling toward the edge of something that could become chronic. Or he may be somewhere between Group One and Group Two, which is where I think most of the people I encounter actually live. Not purely one thing. Not purely another.

SISTER AGNES: Last week I sat with a woman named — she told me her name was Donna, though the case worker later told me she uses different names in different places. She was sitting in a doorway on a street I walk most mornings. She was sixty-three years old by her own account. She had a blanket that someone had given her and a paper coffee cup she was using to collect what people dropped as they walked by. She did not ask me to stop. I stopped. I sat down beside her.

She told me she had three grandchildren she had not seen in four years. She said she thought about them every day. She said she was not ready to go back yet. I asked what she would need to be ready. She looked at me for a long time without answering. Then she said — “I’d need to be a different person.”

I did not argue with her about that. I thought she was probably right. I also thought that the conversation about what it means to become a different person — and whether that is possible and what it costs and who stays beside you while it happens — is the conversation that almost nothing in the current system is designed to have with her.

She is who I am talking about. Not a category. Donna. The woman who knows what she needs and does not believe she can have it.

DR. COLE: I grew up in a neighborhood where the men who were on the street were not strangers. They were men I had seen when they were not on the street. I watched several of them arrive there across the course of my childhood. I watched the patterns. I was young enough to be honest about what I was seeing before I was old enough to know the polite ways of not saying it.

The person I’m thinking about right now is a man I will call Robert. He was on the corner near the library in the city where I did my graduate work. He was there for the three years I was in that program. He was not there because the city had failed to offer him shelter. The shelter was four blocks away. I walked past it every day. Robert was there because Robert had decided, somewhere in a history I did not know and could only partially reconstruct from the outside, that the street was preferable to what the shelter required of him.

He was not mentally ill in any clinically obvious sense. He was intelligent. He was capable of sustained conversation. He had opinions about things. What he was not capable of — or not willing to engage with, and I have never been entirely certain which — was the set of conditions the shelter attached to its beds. No alcohol. Lights out at ten. Required participation in a job readiness program three mornings a week.

Robert chose the corner. That is who I am thinking about. And I want the table to notice that I have just said something that a significant portion of the people who work in this field are trained, by the culture of that field, to immediately reframe as victim-blaming. I am not victim-blaming. I am describing what I observed across three years of walking past a man who had been offered help and declined it for reasons that were, as best I could determine, his own.

DR. FARRELL: I want to add something before we go further, because I think the framing we just heard from Dr. Cole — which I am not entirely disagreeing with — is incomplete in a way that matters for everything that follows.

I have run intake at a shelter. I have sat across the desk from people who were turning down beds and I have asked them why. The reasons were more varied than the narrative of personal choice fully accommodates. One woman turned down a bed because the last shelter she stayed in, a man in the bed next to her took her medications while she slept and she spent four days in withdrawal before anyone understood what had happened. One man turned down a bed because his dog — the only relationship he had maintained successfully for seven years — was not allowed inside, and he had decided that he would rather sleep outside than abandon the one thing in his life that had not abandoned him.

I am not saying there is no such thing as the kind of choice Dr. Cole is describing. I am saying that “refused services” is a category that contains more than one kind of story, and that the program offering the service sometimes has more to do with the refusal than the program is willing to examine honestly.

SOCRATES: So we already have at least three distinct people at this table. Christian’s James, who is somewhere between the first and second groups and whose story Christian only partly knows. Sister Agnes’s Donna, who knows what she needs and does not believe she can have it. Dr. Cole’s Robert, who was offered help and declined it by what appeared to be his own preference. And Dr. Farrell has just added a fourth dimension — the person who declined help for reasons that had more to do with the quality of the help than with the character of the person declining it.

None of you were talking about the same person. You all used the same word. I want to make sure the table understands what that means before we go any further. If we cannot agree on who we are talking about, we cannot agree on what to do. And if we proceed as though we are talking about the same person when we are not, we will produce a very sophisticated argument that does not connect with any actual human being currently sleeping on a street.

So let me ask the question more directly. How many kinds of people are we talking about? And does your answer to that question change what you are obligated to do?

CHRISTIAN: Three groups, as I understand it. The first is the person who is genuinely down on their luck — something happened, they lost their footing, they want out and they are willing to do what it takes to get there. The second is the person who has chosen this — not as a simplistic moral judgment but as a description of a lived reality that the honest worker in this field cannot pretend away. The third is the person whose homelessness is inseparable from severe and untreated mental illness — the person who may not be able to make an informed choice about their own condition because the condition itself has compromised that capacity.

And yes — my answer to what I am obligated to do is different for each group. Not different in terms of the dignity I extend to every person. Not different in terms of the image of God I recognize in every face. Different in terms of what genuine help actually looks like. Because genuine help for a person who is down on their luck and ready to get up looks almost nothing like genuine help for a person whose illness has removed their awareness that they need it.


Proverbs 24:11–12 (NKJV)  “Deliver those who are drawn toward death, and hold back those stumbling to the slaughter. If you say, “Surely we did not know this,” does not He who weighs the hearts consider it? He who keeps your soul, does He not know it? And will He not render to each man according to his deeds?”


That passage from Proverbs does not offer us a single method. It offers us a single obligation — to act on what we know rather than to hide behind what we claim not to know. What we know is that the three groups are real, that they are different, and that treating them as interchangeable has produced the outcomes we are sitting at this table trying to understand.

DR. COLE: I want to name something that sits beneath the three groups — a fact that is relevant to everything that follows and that the data does not make easy to avoid. Children in homeless families belong to none of the three groups by any meaningful definition. They did not make a choice. They did not lose their footing through any sequence of events that was within their control. They are simply casualties — and they are not small in number. The most recent data suggests that more than one hundred and forty thousand children experience homelessness on any given night in this country. Every argument at this table carries a different weight when we keep those children in view. I want to make sure we do.

DR. FARRELL: The research on children who experience homelessness is among the most sobering in the field. The cognitive and developmental consequences of housing instability in early childhood are measurable and lasting. We are not talking about a temporary inconvenience. We are talking about trajectories that, without serious intervention, often end in the next generation of the same table we are sitting at right now. That is not an argument for any particular policy position. It is an argument for keeping the children visible in a conversation that tends to focus almost entirely on the adults.

SISTER AGNES: I want to return to something Socrates asked that I do not think we have fully answered. He asked whether our answer to the question of how many groups there are changes what we are obligated to do. I want to answer that directly.

The obligation to see — genuinely see — the person in front of me does not change based on which group they belong to. I am not obligated to see the group. I am obligated to see the person. The three groups are a useful analytical tool for the policy conversation. They are a useful framework for the people designing programs and distributing resources. They are not, and I want to say this with some care, the framework through which I approach the individual human being who is sitting in a doorway on a street I walk in the morning.

That is not a disagreement with the framework. It is a reminder that the framework serves the person — not the other way around. When the framework begins to determine whether I see someone as worth stopping for, it has exceeded its authority.

SOCRATES: Sister Agnes has named something important. The framework is a tool for thinking. It is not a tool for deciding who deserves a human encounter. Those are different things. The table seems to agree on that distinction — which is more agreement than I expected this early in the conversation.

Let me push a little further. If we agree that the three groups are real and distinct — and if we agree that what genuine help looks like is different for each group — then there is a question that follows, and it is the question that I suspect most of the public conversation about this subject has been carefully avoiding. What fraction of the people we encounter are genuinely positioned and willing to move toward the kind of restored, stable life that most people making policy about this subject claim to be trying to produce?

Is it most of them? Is it half? Is it fewer than that? And does the honest answer to that question change anything about how you think about what you are doing?

CHRISTIAN: I will answer that honestly and I will flag it as an estimate rather than a fact, because I have no clinical study to cite. In my experience — across thirty-five years of pastoral ministry and direct engagement with homeless individuals in my community — approximately one in five of the people I encounter is genuinely positioned and willing to move toward restored life. Perhaps one in four on a good day. Perhaps fewer than one in five if I am being harder on the number.

I do not say that to discourage anyone from the work. I say it because the one in five is worth everything — worth every dollar spent, every hour invested, every door knocked on, every night spent wondering. And because the honest acknowledgment of what the other four out of five require — which is something different from what the one requires — is the prerequisite for actually serving the one well instead of distributing resources so broadly across all five that none of them get what they actually need.


Luke 15:4 (NKJV)  “What man of you, having a hundred sheep, if he loses one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness, and go after the one which is lost until he finds it?”


Jesus did not say the ninety-nine did not matter. He said the one who was lost was worth going after. There is something in that parable about the willingness to pursue the person who can be reached — and the wisdom to understand that pursuit requires knowing where they are.

DR. COLE: I want to add something to Christian’s number without changing it. The data does not give us a clean percentage on readiness for change. But it gives us something adjacent. Approximately twenty percent of the homeless population is classified as chronically homeless — long-term, disabled, deeply entrenched. That is one layer of the problem. Add the population that has made a sustained choice for street life. Add the population whose severe mental illness makes informed engagement with help nearly impossible. The fraction genuinely positioned for what most programs claim to be producing becomes quite small — and Christian’s pastoral estimate of one in five may, as he suggested, be on the generous side.

I want to be precise about what I am not saying. I am not saying that the other four out of five do not matter or that they should receive nothing. I am saying that a system that pretends all five are in the same place and offers all five the same intervention will serve none of them well — and will burn through enormous quantities of public money in the process of doing so.

DR. FARRELL: I want to hold this number carefully. My concern is not that it is too low. My concern is that we do not know how much of that percentage is a function of the person’s actual readiness versus a function of the quality and design of the help being offered. I have seen people categorized as unwilling to engage with services who were, in fact, unwilling to engage with that particular service delivered in that particular way by that particular organization. The same person, in a different context with a different worker and a different relationship, became one of the twenty percent.

That is not an argument against the number. It is an argument for asking, when we encounter someone who does not respond to what we offer, whether the first question should be “why won’t they accept help” or “what is it about the help we are offering that does not connect with what they actually need.”

SOCRATES: So we have established that we are not all talking about the same person. We have established that there are at least three distinct groups and that the children inside those groups constitute a category that the adults at this table have the clearest obligation toward, since the children have made no choices that contributed to where they are. We have established that the fraction genuinely positioned for restoration is small — though its precise size is contested and probably varies depending on the quality of what is offered.

We have also established, in the disagreement between Dr. Cole and Dr. Farrell, the shape of one of the central tensions this table will return to across every dialogue that follows. Is the problem primarily in the person — in their choices, their readiness, their capacity — or is it primarily in the system and the help it is designed to offer? I want to observe that this is probably a false binary, and that the most honest answer is some proportion of both — a proportion that varies by individual and that neither side of the debate has been willing to acknowledge fully.

We will pick this up in the first dialogue. But before we leave this opening conversation I want to ask one more question. Each of you has described a person — James, Donna, Robert, the woman whose medications were stolen. My question is simpler than anything we have discussed so far. Did you stay?

*     *     *
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The table sat with that question for a long moment. Socrates did not fill the silence. That was, in its own way, an answer to the question underneath his question. The one that would not be fully answered until the closing dialogue of the book. The one that James and Maria would eventually answer for all of them.
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BEFORE THE FIRST DIALOGUE
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What Each Voice Believes

About the Deepest Need

The Role of Salvation in the Conversation About the Poor

Before James and Maria, before the government programs and the grant cycles and the nonprofit budgets and the policy arguments — there is a question that goes deeper than all of them. It is the question of what a human being actually is. What is wrong with us. Whether it can be fixed. By what means. By whose power. At what cost. And who pays it.

Every argument at this table rests on an answer to that question, whether the person making the argument knows it or not. The Socratic method, properly applied, eventually reaches the foundation beneath every position. This section reaches it deliberately. Before the table argues about what to do with James and Maria, it ought to be honest about what it believes about James and Maria — not what they have done or failed to do, but what they are. And what, if anything, can reach the deepest place in them.

SOCRATES: I want to begin this table with a question that most policy discussions about homelessness carefully avoid, and I want to avoid it no longer. Every person at this table has a view about what a human being fundamentally is. Every person at this table has a view about what is most wrong with us as a species and what, if anything, can address it at the deepest level. I want those views on the table before we argue about programs, percentages, funding streams, and the proper disposition of charitable resources. Because I have observed, across a long career of asking questions, that people who have not examined their foundational assumptions about human nature will argue endlessly about surface questions without ever reaching the thing that is actually driving the disagreement.

So. I will ask each person here directly. What do you believe about salvation? Not as an abstract theological category — as a living conviction that shapes what you think is possible for James and Maria and everyone like them. What is the deepest problem? And what, if anything, reaches it?

Christian. You have been in pastoral ministry for more than thirty-five years. You have watched people be changed and you have watched people resist change across that entire span. Start there.

CHRISTIAN — The Biblical Worldview

CHRISTIAN: The deepest problem is not poverty. It is not addiction. It is not mental illness, though all three are real and all three are devastating and all three will receive serious attention at this table. The deepest problem is the one the Bible names at the beginning and never stops naming — it is the problem of a human heart separated from God. Every other problem that appears at this table is a downstream consequence of that one. Some of the consequences are more visible than others. Some are more socially costly than others. But they all flow from the same spring.


Romans 3:23 (NKJV)  “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”


That verse does not distinguish between the person sleeping in the shelter and the person who funded the shelter. It does not distinguish between James in the parking lot and the executive director who drew a three-hundred-thousand-dollar salary from a grant designated for people like James. The word “all” is not ambiguous. Every human being at this table, every human being we will discuss at this table, every human being who has ever walked into a church asking for gas money or sat in a doorway holding a paper cup — every one of them is a person who has sinned and fallen short of the glory of God. That is the foundation.


Romans 6:23 (NKJV)  “For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”


The consequence of that separation is death. Not eventually. Presently. The death that shows up in the life of a person who has lost the plot of who they are and why they are here is not a different kind of death from the death the verse is describing. It is the same death in an earlier phase. The man who is drinking himself to oblivion in an alley three blocks from a church is not suffering from a problem that is fundamentally different from the problem of the man in the church who is perfectly sober and has not examined his heart in twenty years. Both are experiencing, in different registers and at different velocities, the consequence of a life lived outside of genuine relationship with the God who made them.

The answer to that problem is not a program. The answer is a Person. And this is where my framework diverges most sharply from every secular approach at this table.


John 3:16–17 (NKJV)  “For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life. For God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but that the world through Him might be saved.”


God so loved the world. Not the respectable part of the world. Not the people who had their lives together. The world. James is in that word. Maria is in that word. The man whose medications were stolen from him in a shelter and who has not trusted an institution since — he is in that word. The woman who told Sister Agnes she would need to become a different person before she could go back to her grandchildren — she is precisely the person that word was written for. Because becoming a different person is exactly what the gospel offers. It is, in fact, the only place that offer has ever been made with the power to back it up.


John 14:6 (NKJV)  “Jesus said to him, “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through Me.””


I want to be specific about what I believe because vagueness at this point is not humility — it is evasion. I believe that salvation comes through faith in Jesus Christ alone. Not through religious activity. Not through moral improvement. Not through enrolling in the right program or keeping the right shelter rules or attending the right number of counseling sessions. Through faith in Jesus Christ, who died in the place of every human being who has ever sinned — which is every human being — and rose from the dead, which is the only event in history that gives genuine hope that the deepest human problem has a solution that is actually adequate to its depth.

I operate from what is called a Provisionist understanding of salvation. God’s grace is not irresistible. It is sufficient. It is available. It reaches every person. But it does not override the freedom that God built into every human being made in His image. Every person at this table, and every person we will discuss at this table, has the genuine capacity to respond to God’s offer. The response is theirs to make. God does not make it for them. That is not a limitation on God’s power. It is a reflection of the kind of love that actually creates the conditions for genuine relationship rather than divine coercion. Love that cannot be refused is not love. It is force.


Romans 10:9–10 (NKJV)  “that if you confess with your mouth the Lord Jesus and believe in your heart that God has raised Him from the dead, you will be saved. For with the heart one believes unto righteousness, and with the mouth confession is made unto salvation.”


Now. What does all of this mean for James? It means that James’s deepest problem is not the one that shows up on his intake form. His deepest problem is the same one every human being carries — the need for reconciliation with the God who made him. And the most important thing anyone can ever do for James is not give him gas money or find him a shelter bed or connect him with a case manager, though all of those things have their place. The most important thing anyone can ever do for James is introduce him to Jesus Christ and then stay beside him long enough that the introduction has time to become a relationship. The gospel does what no program can do. It reaches the place in a human being where the real damage lives. It offers not just a better life but a new one. Not just improved circumstances but a transformed self. That is not a religious platitude. That is the most practically significant claim in this entire conversation.


2 Corinthians 5:17 (NKJV)  “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; old things have passed away; behold, all things have become new.”


A new creation. Not a slightly improved version of the old one. A new one. I have watched that verse become a biography. I have stood at the graveside of men whose lives it did not visibly change in the ways I hoped, and I have stood at celebrations for men whose lives it changed so completely that the people who had known them before could barely find the person they remembered. Both experiences have kept me preaching the same gospel. Because the verse is true whether I can see the evidence in a particular life or not. And because the alternative — a gospel I only preach when I am confident it will produce a visible result — is not a gospel at all. It is a technique.

SISTER AGNES MOREAU — The Voice of Radical Unconditional Compassion

SISTER AGNES: I want to begin by saying that I agree with Christian on the most important thing he said, and I want to say so clearly before I say anything that might sound like disagreement. The deepest problem is separation from God. The answer is Jesus Christ. On those two points there is no distance between us, and I do not want the differences in how we speak about what follows to obscure that fundamental agreement.

I come from a tradition that has thought carefully about what it means to see Christ in the face of the poor. Not as a metaphor. As a literal theological conviction with practical consequences for how I stand in front of a person who is suffering.


Matthew 25:35, 40 (NKJV)  “for I was hungry and you gave Me food; I was thirsty and you gave Me drink; I was a stranger and you took Me in... Assuredly, I say to you, inasmuch as you did it to one of the least of these My brethren, you did it to Me.”


When I sit down in a doorway beside Donna, I am not performing an act of charity toward an unfortunate person. I am sitting beside Jesus Christ in one of His present manifestations in the world. That is not sentiment. It is theology that has consequences. If the person in the doorway is, in some real and present sense, Christ — then the way I approach them, the patience I extend to them, the dignity I insist on in every encounter with them, is not optional generosity. It is the minimum that the presence of Christ in that face demands.

I believe in salvation through Jesus Christ. I believe it is the answer to the deepest human problem. I also believe that the works of mercy — feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, visiting the imprisoned, sitting with the dying — are not separate from the work of salvation. They are participation in it. They are the embodiment of the love that the gospel announces. A gospel that is only announced and never embodied is a gospel that has not yet been fully understood by the people announcing it.


James 2:17 (NKJV)  “Thus also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead.”


This is where I want to be honest about something that can sound like disagreement with Christian but is perhaps better described as a different emphasis. I do not sort people before I serve them. I do not evaluate whether the person in the doorway is in Group One or Group Two or Group Three before I sit down. I do not calculate the odds that they are among the twenty percent before I extend myself to them. Because the Christ whose face I see in theirs did not sort people before He healed them. He did not evaluate their readiness for transformation before He called their name. He called Lazarus out of the tomb without asking whether Lazarus had met the program criteria for resurrection.

I understand that this table is going to talk a great deal about what is practical and what works and what the data shows. I will engage that conversation seriously. But I want the table to hear this clearly at the beginning — the foundation of my service is not what works. It is who I am serving and who sent me to serve them. When I lose track of that, everything else I do becomes social work. Social work is not nothing. But it is not what I am here to do.


Luke 4:18 (NKJV)  “The Spirit of the LORD is upon Me, because He has anointed Me to preach the gospel to the poor; He has sent Me to heal the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed.”


That is the mandate I work under. Not a grant cycle. Not an outcome metric. Not a board of directors. The Spirit of the Lord. The gospel preached to the poor. The brokenhearted healed. The captives set free. The blind receiving sight. If I do those things and the outcome data is unimpressive, I have not failed. If I produce impressive outcome data without doing those things, I have produced nothing of lasting worth.

DR. MARCUS COLE — The Voice of Honest Economic Analysis

DR. COLE: I want to be honest with this table about where I stand, because intellectual honesty is the only currency I trade in and I am not going to spend it selectively based on which topic is currently under discussion.

I am not a man of no faith. I am a man of complicated faith. I grew up in a church. I have not entirely left it. But I have spent my career in a discipline that demands evidence for claims, and the relationship between my faith and my professional discipline is one I have not fully resolved and am not going to pretend to have resolved for the convenience of this conversation.

What I will say clearly is this. I believe in the dignity of every human being. I believe that dignity is not earned by productivity or social usefulness or the ability to navigate a benefits system. I believe it is intrinsic. Whether I arrive at that conviction through the doctrine of the image of God or through a philosophical commitment to human personhood, the practical consequence is identical — every person we discuss at this table has a dignity that our response to them must honor, regardless of the choices they have made or the condition they are in.

What I have observed about salvation — and I want to use that word carefully because I am using it in the full theological sense that Christian intends — is that genuine spiritual transformation is the one variable in the homelessness equation that secular social science cannot account for, cannot replicate, and cannot explain when it encounters it. I have watched data that should predict a particular outcome fail to predict it because something happened in a person’s life that the model had no category for. In several of those cases, the something that happened was what Christian would call conversion and what the person themselves described as meeting God.

I am not in a position to build a policy argument on that observation. But I am in a position to note it honestly. The cases where someone in Group Two — someone who had chosen the street and showed every behavioral indicator of continuing to choose it — suddenly changed direction and kept changing it, are the cases that most consistently have a spiritual event somewhere in the account. That does not prove the theological claim. But it ought to make the secular researcher a great deal more humble about the completeness of the secular model.


Proverbs 19:21 (NKJV)  “There are many plans in a man’s heart, nevertheless the LORD’s counsel — that will stand.”


What I want to contribute to this table from my own framework is a word about human agency. I believe in it absolutely. I believe that the single most damaging thing that has been done to the communities most represented in the homeless population is the systematic erosion of their sense of their own agency — the message, delivered through policy and through culture and through well-meaning programs that treat people as objects of intervention rather than as persons capable of choice, that their outcomes are determined by forces beyond their control. That message is a lie. It is a lie with data points attached to it, and it has destroyed more lives than the poverty it claims to be addressing.

Whether I ground that conviction in the theology of the image of God or in the classical liberal tradition’s commitment to human freedom, the conviction is the same. Every person at this table, and every person we are discussing, has the capacity to choose. That capacity may be compromised by illness or addiction or a lifetime of receiving the message that choice is an illusion. But it is not eliminated. And any system or theology that treats it as eliminated has already failed the person it claims to be helping.

DR. LINDA FARRELL — The Voice of Street-Level Social Work Reality

DR. FARRELL: I want to
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