
FIRST CONTACT

He was looking down, scarcely revealing his face. He mumbled “Could you 
help me out with some bus fare?” He was standing on the stairs leading up to the offices of our church. It 
was his demeanor more than anything else that struck me about this young black Jamaican. He looked a bit 
like a whipped puppy trying to beg a scrap of food. He was street-wise, a homeless young man, late 20’s. I 
was farm raised, middle class, relatively new to the city, and still learning the ropes. He was cold, hungry, on 
his rounds of visiting churches, homeless shelters, soup kitchens, and abandoned buildings, and was seeking 
a bit of money to aid his next leg of the journey. I was a warm, well-fed, newly on church staff, seeking to 
represent Christ by serving him. He was suspiciously–somewhat hesitantly–responding to my invitation to 
enter the office and have a cup of coffee. I was filled with questions: “What do I do with him?”  “Is he a con?”  
“Why won’t he look at me?” Such was the first encounter between Keith and me.

I had been working at the church for only a few months and was responsible for the secretarial, financial, 
administrative, receptionist and “other duties as may be determined” line in my job description that covered 
the multitude of encounters like this one.

In this ethnography I’ll try to show that, though it is the story of a single person, he does not exist alone in a 
vacuum, but in spheres of relationships. Most of us have at least some long-term relationships and relatively 
fixed living quarters. For Keith, in the absence of any shelter, whatever stability of life he has is found in 
those relationships.

CAPSULE HISTORY

Keith was born in 1965. He has at least two older sisters and an older brother. His story to me is that his 
parents died when he was two or three years old (in my heart I believe he was abandoned.)  He was looked 
after by his Muslim grandmother who lived until he was eleven-years-old. The next four years he lived first 
with one sister and then with his second sister. It was at his second sister’s home that much abuse took 
place. His sister had a live-in boyfriend who drank. Between them they verbally and physically abused Keith. 
I have not been able in the past twelve years to coax out much else of what took place between them. He 
did take drivers education and ran on the cross country team when in high school. When Keith was fifteen or 
sixteen he dropped out of school. For a short time he shared an apartment with another young man. He had 
some work selling flowers and newspapers. He saved up enough money to get a TV. But things fell apart. He 
got into arguments with his roommate. The TV was “stolen.” He couldn’t keep up with the rent. He became 
a child of the streets. By the time I met him, he was a “veteran,” with twelve years or so on the street. In 
his wanderings, his life was touched by a Christian outreach ministry offering a soup kitchen. Through that 
ministry he was exposed to teachings about the Lord and surrendered his heart and life to Christ. 

He spends most of his winters just trying to stay warm, and sheltered without being arrested by the police. 
From what I can ascertain, he is arrested on an average of four or five times a year for loitering or for 
sleeping through the last stop on the L. Sometimes he has been arrested because he “looked like” someone 
the police were looking for. Often, in conjunction with these arrests, he is kept in the lockup for a day or 
two or three, then released. If he does not make the court appearances further warrants are issued for his 
arrest. Most of his worldly possessions are kept in one or two plastic bags. Even these are regularly stolen 
from him, often while he is asleep. For a while at least he was able to use another address for some mail, but 
I don’t think that is even an option right now. He knows literally dozens of places in our city, where he can at 

ETHNOGRAPHY #3

INTERVIEWEE: Keith

-1- ETHNOGRAPHY #3#MAPYOURNEIGHBORHOOD



intervals get a shower, clothes, a hot meal, shelter.

CHURCH CONNECTION

Perhaps two years or so into our friendship Keith began attending our church regularly. Often he would come 
between the two services, check out if we had any coffee or treats in Fellowship Hall, then stay and listen to 
the sermon. Often on subsequent days he would bring up the scripture portions and some points from the 
sermon. He was listening intently. Likewise I would sometimes catch him saying something I had told him 
even a year or two earlier. He was repeating it as his own conviction. A bit later a real highlight for him was 
attending adult Sunday school with teachers expounding the scriptures. He often stayed after the class to 
pepper them with questions. These were some amazing days to watch as he grew from hardly being able to 
ask for a bus token, to regular attendance and then participation in more of the life of our church.

Along the way he found a few people he could befriend and ask for small amounts of money or food. I’ve 
never seen him ask out of greed, nor out of any desire to get anything beyond just today’s meal or perhaps 
some traveling money or shoes. 

THE “CONTRACT”

After perhaps four years of these two-three times a week visits I was looking for a way to encourage Keith 
to pursue some sort of progress in his life. I knew he valued having a safe place to come and hang out during 
the day. He’d often mention wanting to finish his GED and also wanting to find some employment. I said 
that he was welcome to come by the church office anytime, but that if he stayed more than thirty minutes, 
he’d need to invest some of that time in working on a job search or on studying for his GED. I’d had enough 
contact with him to know that change was hard for him, so I tried to talk him through the implications. 

We specified what would be expected of him and made sure that he had the want ads and/or a math book to 
continue studying for his GED. After these discussions I wrote up a half-page sheet of what was expected. He 
signed it. Over the next couple of days he came back and would hang out in one of the small classrooms near 
the office. He’d work on math problems or search through the want ads. After two days he came and asked if 
he could look at the copy of the agreement he signed. I pulled it out and gave it to him. A few minutes later 
he went to the bathroom, emerged, then left. I walked down the hall and saw the agreement torn up and 
thrown into the trash can. He didn’t come back for about three months. When I asked him why, he replied 
that he could not stand to be under those rules. For him it was easier to go back out in the world of his other 
relationships than to consistently apply himself in making progress toward his self-chosen goals of GED study 
and searching for work. 

Soon after this we began our drop-in center homeless ministry. He has had an on-and-off relationship with 
the staff. I had known Keith for perhaps five years and for the first time entertained sincere hopes of his 
growth and progress. As the center’s popularity and attendance swelled, it became needful to put more 
structure in place. Some chores, guidelines, and particularly encouraging each “guest” to set and work 
toward a goal became the routine for each day. But Keith could not endure the changes and soon left to only 
return sporadically.

THE “KEITH NETWORK”

I’d estimate there is a “Keith Network” in our city of another twenty-forty people and places that are on his 
circuit. If one person is not able to supply what he needs, he goes on to the next and on down the line until 
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he finds what he believes he needs. 

Because Keith would not speak much directly with me1 during the time of writing this ethnography, I spoke 
with four others who have had significant contact with him over the past years. One first met him at our 
church and out of the kindness of his heart and generous spirit occasionally began to give him small amounts 
of money in response to his requests. He also experienced Keith’s difficulty with changing rules: 

“When I was single he used to show up at our apartment at least once a week, unannounced, and 
usually late at night (10 to 11 probably). He didn’t like adjusting to the fact that after I was married, 
we didn’t let him just show up like that. We picked one day a week for him to show up, and that was 
supposed to be at a set time, like 6:30 p.m. He isn’t very open to change. He doesn’t like to change his 
schedule.“ 2

Though he is homeless and apart from any significant contact with family he continues to have deep needs 
for connection and friendship. Keith gives what he can. 

“He emphasizes the fact that he views our relationship as a friendship and not just as a dependent 
relationship. He is very disappointed if I just leave him an envelope with money in it (instead of being 
home to talk with him for a while). He loves to show me cartoons, newspaper ads, etc. that he thinks I’ll 
appreciate.” 3

Another friend who for many months offered a weekly plan of a time of work followed by a supper meal 
together observed: 

“He defines what he will and will not do. He is dealing with so much bitterness and hurt. He is willing to 
give small talk, conversation, but when I ask him about what is important to him, he questions: ‘Why 
are you getting into my business?’  He is willing to be in relationships only which he can totally define.” 4 

This person provided him with a seldom-offered chance at regular food and partial employment, but was 
rebuffed in his attempts to connect with Keith on a more personal level.
 
He thoughtfully, timidly, and hesitatingly asks for money or other assistance. He does not like to beg. It 
grieves him that he has to ask for help. He only asks for what he has an immediate plan to use.

“When he asks for something extra (beyond the limit of what I’ve set for him), he feels compelled to 
show a list of what his actual needs are to justify the special need.” 5

I and other well-meaning people have pre-conceived notions of what it would take to “fix” Keith: 

“Once I showed him the verses in the Bible that say ‘if you don’t work, you don’t eat’ and tried to 
encourage him to consider looking for a part-time job or some other way to support himself through 
employment, but he wasn’t receptive to the idea.” 6

Because he is fairly functional (having survived twenty years on the streets!!) he is able to network, to locate 

1    I told him of my interest in interviewing him and gave him a week or two to consider it. He began to avoid me, failed to come to appointed meetings and has only just 
begun talking more to me again now that he knows the “deadline” for the project is past.
2   Friend 1
3   Friend 1
4   Friend 2
5  Friend 1
6   Friend 1
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sources of supply and shelter.

TRAITS OF KEITH’S LIFE
 
•	 Abandonment 
•	 Abuse
•	 Emotional trauma
•	 Poverty
•	 Muggings and thefts
•	 Harrassment by police
•	 Non-employability
•	 Mental illness?

•	 Helath problems
•	 No permanent shelter
•	 No security
•	 Emnity with family
•	 No permanent possessions
•	 Christ and the Bible
•	 “Friends”
•	 Anger 

HIS VALUES

He values anonymity. Keith is not his real name. It took me about six years of interacting with him several 
times a week to find that out. It is his “church” name. At other places he introduces himself by other names. 
To a person on the street there is no protection except by remaining hidden. You don’t want to have people 
notice. You just want to blend in with the background. The less others know about you, the less power they 
have over you. 

Early on in our relationship a winter morning conversation might go something like:

I: It was really cold last night! 
K: I can’t believe how it got cold so quickly.
I: How was last night for you? 
K: Oh, it was all right.
I: Where did you stay?
K: I found a place.
I: Was it warm?
K: Yeah, I found a shelter.
I: Where was it?
K: It was a little south of here, near downtown.
I: You had to travel quite a bit then, I bet you are cold.
K:  Yeah, it’s nippy out there. I can’t believe it is so cold in Chicago.
I: You should think about a warmer climate city. It stays in the 70’s all the time.
K: (laughs)
I: What was the name of the shelter you stayed at?
K: Oh, it was just the one near downtown.

…..And so it would go. I’d ask twenty questions just to try and find out if he had shelter and come no closer 
to finding out anything about where he stayed.

He values justice. Wherever he perceives injustice, his blood boils. He has even risked his life to intervene 
in situations for others that he thought were unjust. Anything related to injustice captures his imagination. 
Incidents like Rodney King, and even black on black crime push his hot button.

He values stability. Whom can he depend upon? When our senior pastor resigned a few years ago, one of 
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the people in the congregation most profoundly affected was Keith. With the lack of any stability or place 
of habitation, his life depends on those relationships which he can rely and depend on. By building up that 
more or less secure net of relationships, he generally can go from one to the next until he can find someone 
able and willing to give him a bit of food or money or help him out in whatever way he determines that he 
needs. When that pastor, whom he had known for ten years, left, Keith was devastated. No longer was there 
any constant in his “religious” life.

One of the most difficult things for him to deal with is change. When he encounters a new situation, he 
tries to determine who is in charge, what the rules are, and what the schedule is. Alter any of these in the 
slightest and his equilibrium is thrown out of whack.

He values people who can “help him out” with bus fare, money for food, or some of the smaller purchases 
that he needs to make from time to time.

He values people who will take the time to talk to him. He values staying on top of the news. He reads the 
newspapers almost every day. He delights in circling or clipping articles for future discussion. Often now, he 
will stay after church and talk with me as I’m locking up. He will have two or three articles that have captured 
his attention and he will read a bit of them and ask for my reaction. 

He values being “clean”—free from drugs and alcohol. I am not sure why this is such a deep conviction. 
To my knowledge he has never used illegal drugs nor used alcohol in his years on the street. This alone is 
amazing. He has suffered from others who have been under the influence, and does not understand why 
they would abuse their bodies.

He values those who preach and teach the Word of God in truth. He has had some contact with a cult or 
near-cult and grew very distressed when he discovered immoral behavior in the leadership. He heard from 
them or others that “If you receive Jesus, your troubles will go away. You just need to pray and God will take 
care of you.”  He is distressed by such lies because that is not his experience. His life seems to be a continual 
“trouble.”  

He values orderliness and plans. He often uses Sundays during and after church times to list the top six-
ten things that he needs to do or take care of. This list usually involves a few people whom he might ask 
something of.

A MORE PROFESSIONAL VIEW

To gain more insight into Keith’s life I also interviewed two experienced counselors who work with the 
homeless. These conversations are very briefly summarized below. Each of them has had interactions with 
Keith for over ten years and was able to shed light on his situation. We talked through the various mental, 
emotional, physical, and social components which make up his world. 

One suggestion and challenge was in the form of a great question:  “If Keith were your blood brother, 
what would you do for him?”  Keith is making choices that are clearly not in his long-term best interests. 
In the name of dignity, we allow him to choose the course of his life. At the same time we know with some 
assurance that there are certain medications and more stable conditions which may put him on a much 
higher level of competency. 
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He has been offered this course, but refuses. Do we “intervene,”7 claiming that it is in his best interest?  Do 
we show the utmost respect for his personhood and allow him to make those choices even if it results in 
negative consequences (like early death!)?  But what if we deem him incapable of making good choices? 
Is he mentally competent? Is he actually capable of making good decisions? Just about anyone who has 
any lengthy conversation with him remarks about his intelligence, his reading, his keeping up with current 
events, etc.8

Part of his difficulties may be due to borderline diabetes or other physical imbalances. But how would that 
ever be determined if he will not submit to more rigorous testing?  So the Catch-22 remains. He is functional 
enough to “survive,” but not functional enough (in “our” estimation) to improve his lot in life.

A second individual who has personally worked with Keith through two other homeless service centers 
and knows more about him from other settings pointed out that, contrary to my understanding, Keith has 
probably never stayed in an overnight shelter. This perspective was totally new information to me. That 
revelation blew me away! I have seen him through one lens. I assumed that his words to me about where 
he spent the night were true. I have chosen to relate to him on that basis, thinking that at least he’d had a 
warm shelter and a meal or two in the past day since I’d seen him last. Now I understand that is not the case. 
I don’t think I can describe how much difference that discovery has made in my perspective on his life. 

In general, I believe how mercifully we deal with others is first based upon how merciful we perceive God has 
been to us. Secondly, it is based upon how needy we perceive the other person to be. If we meet someone 
who has their life “together” we don’t see much of a need to be merciful to them. But if we see someone in 
dire need, and especially through life circumstances beyond their control, we seem able to be more merciful. 
Thus in my perception of Keith—if I know he is sheltered and fed, I expect more and tend to be less merciful. 
Now that I know he is probably not sheltered, I find my capacity to be merciful increased. I feel somewhat 
a sense of shame or guilt in not being more respectful of him in the past. What will I do with this newfound 
knowledge?  It has helped me be more of an advocate for him even within the walls of our church. It is “his” 
church too. He has shown more loyalty than most. 9

We do provide somewhat of a “home” in an otherwise always abusive and changing city. 

COMPLICATING FACTORS – CHURCH – MENTAL ILLNESS – UNAVAILABLE HOUSING

A Place in Our Church? 
 
If we only ministered to the “Keith’s”, then others would be neglected. Those on the fringe take massive 
amounts of time, energy, and people resources. But if there is not room in our hearts to love such a one, can 
we say that God’s love truly dwells in us at all?10 Is he an “orphan” in God’s sight?11 He is certainly a “weak” 
brother in Christ worthy of our help and patience in keeping with Paul’s command in 1 Thessalonians: “And 
we urge you, brethren, admonish the unruly, encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, be patient with all 
men.” (1 Thess. 5:14)   It greatly saddens me that he feels less included in our church fellowship than he was 
just three years ago. We have become somewhat more “efficient” but at the expense of marginalizing some 
people like Keith. 

7   An intervention that would place him in a mental hospital or institution with drug therapy. This assumes that there would be respectful and helpful treatment. Families are 
often the ones to initiate this process, but Keith’s “family” seems to have little concern for him.
8   Personally, I’ve noted a huge increase in his lucidity, capacity to interact, friendliness and just about every way when he has eaten a good meal. I’d take him out for lunch or 
share my lunch with him. Very soon, he’d become very talkative, reflective and engaging in conversation. I think, wow, what would happen if this could be his steady situation, 
rather than the rare exception?
9   Has attended longer and more regularly than 85% of the congregation!
10   But whoever has the world’s goods, and beholds his brother in need and closes his heart against him, how does the love of God abide in him? 1 John 3:17
11  This is pure and undefiled religion in the sight of our God and Father, to visit orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world. James 1:27
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I recognize even in asking questions about “should we minister to such people?” that I’m setting up a 
distinction between “us” and “them” and have become in James’ words someone with evil motives.12

Mental Illness 

“Approximately 20-25% of the single adult homeless population suffers from some form of severe and 
persistent mental illness.”13

Because Keith is fairly intelligent, functional, and certainly a determined, persevering person he has endured. 
He is a survivor. With precious little of the world’s resources, he has survived. If he were more “ill” more 
resources might be forthcoming, but because he is “functional” and fairly quiet and unobtrusive in his 
requests he continues on the fringe. If he caused more “trouble” we’d lock him away, but he continues to 
exist on the fringe.

Unavailability of Adequate Housing

Though a semblance of a more stable environment might go a long way in helping Keith make progress, 
there are fewer and fewer housing units which are available. 

“During the 1980s, competition for increasingly scarce low-income housing grew so intense that 
those with disabilities such as addiction and mental illness were more likely to lose out and find 
themselves on the streets. The loss of SRO housing, a source of stability for many poor people 
suffering from addiction and/or mental illness, was a major factor in increased homelessness in many 
communities.”14

REFLECTIONS

It is easy to “dismiss” the Keith’s of this city. They are pretty powerless. It is “easy” to say to their requests: “I 
don’t have anything to give to you.” There exists such a phalanx of social services, churches, soup kitchens, 
shelters, and kind-hearted Christians and others that make it possible for Keith and others like him to just 
barely survive. Compared with many of the worlds’ poor, he is rich. He does have some access to food and 
shelter on pretty much a daily basis. He receives more in handouts than a significant proportion of the world 
earns by their hard labor. But in our terms, he is on the extreme fringe of society, among the poorest of 
our city’s inhabitants. Humanly speaking he will probably eke out his existence on the fringe of society for 
perhaps ten or twenty more years until pneumonia or another virus catches him. That is if he escapes being 
mugged or shot. He will likely never marry, never hold a job for more than a day or two, never have a place 
to call “home.”  

Will the church ever be able to embrace such people?  Do we even know where to begin?  Are we so caught 
up in church growth and ministry to the masses that we overlook and get so busy maintaining our programs 
that we “pass by on the other side of the road”15 from people like Keith who have been battered by people 
until they can scarcely walk? We say he’s not “productive” or likely to become leadership material; we 
should not invest in him. He’s a bit like Lazarus, sitting by the rich man’s house, just begging for scraps 
enough to keep him alive.16

12   James 2:1-4
13   Koegel, Paul, et al. “The Causes of Homelessness,” in Homelessness in America, 1996, Oryx Press.
14   Why Are People Homeless? NCH Fact Sheet #1, Published by the National Coalition for the Homeless, June 1999. http://nch.ari.net/wwwhome.html
15   We each have our reasons, be they “religious,” “priority” or just basic compassion. See Luke 10:27-37
16   Luke 16:20-22
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My prayer, regularly from the first day I met him, was to help communicate the love of God to him in terms 
that he could understand. I am not sure how successfully I have represented that kind of unconditional love 
to him. I have at times been very conditional and that has confused him. I know I’ve been hardhearted at 
times and he has quickly sensed that and will remind me of it at times when he is in particular distress.

We do not want to “enable” him by giving him what he can and should work for. He is competent in many 
areas. He is intelligent. He is respectful of those in authority.17 He is a reader. He can work diligently at some 
tasks. 

I am ashamed that after eleven years I really know so little about him. I know I cannot control his behavior (I 
have enough difficulty with my own), but it is disappointing to pour yourself out for someone and have them 
shun your attempts to draw closer. Keith is in part manipulative, but also truthful and accurate when he 
accuses me and others of “just being out to serve on your terms, when it is convenient for you. You need to 
learn how God wants you to serve.”  Regularly he expresses this when someone has violated his trust or has 
not fulfilled their “obligations” to him. Because he is rather insignificant in our society’s eyes, this happens 
with great frequency. 

MINISTRY RECOMMENDATIONS

His True Needs
I have wrestled with “What is his true need?” as have perhaps a dozen or so people at our church whom 
Keith has befriended. He approaches people with his felt needs which are almost always at the subsistence 
level. Below are some of his basic needs: 

NEED SCRIPTURE
HOPE “I pray that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened, so 

that you may know what is the hope of His calling, what 
are the riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints. 
. .”  Eph. 1:18

TO KNOW GOD’S LOVE AND UNCONDITIONAL 
ACCEPTANCE

“so that Christ may dwell in 
your hearts through faith; 
and that you, being rooted 
and grounded in love, [18] 
may be able to comprehend 
with all the saints what is 
the breadth and length and 
height and depth, [19] and 
to know the love of Christ 
which surpasses knowledge, 
that you may be filled up 
to all the fullness of God.”  
Eph. 3:17-19

“Listen, my beloved breth-
ren: did not God choose 
the poor of this world to be 
rich in faith and heirs of the 
kingdom which He prom-
ised to those who love Him? 
[6] But you have dishonored 
the poor man. . . [8] If, 
however, you are fulfilling 
the royal law, according 
to the Scripture, “You shall 
LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS 
YOURSELF,” you are doing 
well. [9] But if you show 
partiality, you are commit-
ting sin and are convicted 
by the law as transgres-
sors.”  James 2:5-6, 8-9

17   Except when he gets “hassled” by the police or others.
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BASIC HOUSING AND CLOTHING “If a brother or sister is without clothing and in need of 
daily food, [16] and one of you says to them, “Go in peace, 
be warmed and be filled,” and yet you do not give them 
what is necessary for their body, what use is that?” James 
2:15-16

REGULAR NOURISHING
FRIENDSHIP
FELLOWSHIP “I thank my God in all my remembrance of you, [4] always 

offering prayer with joy in my every prayer for you all, [5] 
in view of your participation in the gospel from the first 
day until now. [6] For I am confident of this very thing, 
that He who began a good work in you will perfect it until 
the day of Christ Jesus. [7] For it is only right for me to feel 
this way about you all, because I have you in my heart, 
since both in my imprisonment and in the defense and 
confirmation of the gospel, you all are partakers of grace 
with me. Phil. 1:3-7

OPPORTUNITY TO MAKE PROGRESS, TO WORK For you yourselves know how you ought to follow our 
example, because we did not act in an undisciplined 
manner among you, [8] nor did we eat anyone’s bread 
without paying for it, but with labor and hardship we kept 
working night and day so that we might not be a burden 
to any of you; [9] not because we do not have the right 
to this, but in order to offer ourselves as a model for you, 
that you might follow our example. [10] For even when we 
were with you, we used to give you this order: if anyone 
will not work, neither let him eat. [11] For we hear that 
some among you are leading an undisciplined life, doing 
no work at all, but acting like busybodies. [12] Now such 
persons we command and exhort in the Lord Jesus Christ 
to work in quiet fashion and eat their own bread. “ 2 
Thess. 3:7-12

He needs people in his “network” to display these qualities toward him. 

OBSTACLES TO CHANGE

It is emotionally distressing for Keith to beg. He often agonizes long periods of time before approaching 
someone and is broken when “it doesn’t work out” the way he had hoped. How much pain can he endure 
before he determines that there must be better ways of living?  Apparently twenty years’ worth and more!  
And at this time he shows signs of going backward rather than forward. One of the counselors I spoke with 
indicated elements of mental illness including an obsessive compulsive personality. As the issue I raised 
earlier, rational change like many of us would hope for may be beyond his capacity. 
  

HOW AM I TO MINISTER?

In any encounter with another, God wants me to be full of His spirit—exhibiting love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.18 With people of the street much wisdom is 
also required to discern between those who are out to harm or con or take advantage. 

18   Galatians 5:23-24
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A great advantage of staying and ministering in the same neighborhood is gradually gaining a “database” 
of some of the same individuals.19 During my first six years of ministry at our church I was the front line 
person for all like Keith who would seek assistance. Thankfully our homeless ministry now works much more 
effectively with those on the street. 

In addition to the fruit of the Spirit mentioned above, two qualities I find indispensable in any ministry to 
those on the street are humility and incarnation. These are amplified below:

Humility

“We don’t see things as they are, we see things as we are.” -- Anais Nin

In response to a newspaper’s question: What’s wrong with the world today? G.K. Chesterton wrote a 
magnificent response:  “I am.” He acknowledged his own measure of responsibility for things amiss in the 
world. So to the question of, “What is wrong with Keith?” I confess that at some level, “I am.”  Yes, Keith 
bears responsibility for his choices, as do others who have had influence on him in the past. But I have not 
always responded to him with Christ-like compassion and unconditional love. In God’s economy, Keith has 
likely done more with what little he has been given than I have with the much that I have been entrusted 
with. 

Keith’s grasp of true justice is keen. His eyes to see injustice are very clear. I’m not saying he is perfect. I am 
saying that what he does and what he believes with what little he has to work with are amazing. I need to 
continually affirm God’s work in his life.

Incarnation:  Walk a Mile (or eight) In His Shoes20

Many years ago I was impressed with the thought of spending a day and a night with Keith—to walk beside 
him, to go hungry as he does, to walk the miles he does, to attempt to survive as he does.21 I wonder if that 
would help answer my prayer that God show him love right where he is. I wonder if I would ever be the same 
after that. Why don’t I pursue this? I’m afraid. Other things seem too pressing. 

PERSONAL AND CORPORATE RESPONSIBILITY

“My brothers, as believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ, don’t show favoritism. Suppose a man 
comes into your meeting wearing a gold ring and fine clothes, and a poor man in shabby clothes 
also comes in. If you show special attention to the man wearing fine clothes and say, ‘Here’s a good 
seat for you,’ but say to the poor man, ‘You stand there’ or ‘Sit on the floor by my feet,’ have you not 
discriminated among yourselves and become judges with evil thoughts? Listen, my dear brothers: 
Has not God chosen those who are poor in the eyes of the world to be rich in faith and to inherit the 
kingdom he promised those who love him? But you have insulted the poor. Is it not the rich who are 
exploiting you? Are they not the ones who are dragging you into court? Are they not the ones who 
are slandering the noble name of him to whom you belong? If you really keep the royal law found in 
Scripture, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself,’ you are doing right. But if you show favoritism, you sin and 
are convicted by the law as lawbreakers.22

19   The most striking example of this for me is a man who robbed our church 12 years ago. He was caught and  imprisoned. About 6 years later he returned to the church 
office again asking for assistance. We had a new pastor and office personnel who were unacquainted with him. He had again “befriended” the new pastor until I “chanced” to 
stop by the office. He fled, leaving curses and threats behind. We have not seen him since.
20  “By experts in poverty I do not mean sociologists, but poor men.” - Illustrated London News, 3/25/1911 G. K. Chesterton
21   My wife is not keen on this idea! 
22   James 2:1-9
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“Biblically, we must encourage all people, at whatever level of society they are working, to have a focus 
of ministry to the poor. We must call all people at all levels of society to lifestyles of simplicity so that 
others may simply live. We must call all to the patterns of renunciation we see in Jesus’ teaching. This 
does not imply that all should live among the poor. But we must also hold out to our people the further 
call of Jesus to take up an apostolic lifestyle of identification with the poor in order that the poor 
people’s church might be established.”23

This passage from the book of James and Viv Grigg’s exhortation should be sufficient to encourage us all to 
make efforts to “remember the poor.”  

CONCLUSION

I am so thankful for the opportunity to write about Keith. It has helped fulfill my long-time wish for such an 
opportunity to explore his life more deeply. I would have much preferred to write in concert with him. 

Although an ethnography is about a selected individual, it is really the intersection of two lives. I view Keith 
through my filter, my grid. I interpret and often judge on the basis of my framework. I am skewed and biased 
in my observations, conclusions, and estimations. It forced me to seek out and rely upon the views of others 
and their extensive interactions with him. I feel it has given me a much broader perspective on his life as well 
as a deeper appreciation for the body of Christ and how we must function together. Although I have known 
each of these individuals for years and known of their love and concern for Keith, doing this ethnography 
has spurred me to talk directly with them about ministering to him. A part of the blessing and the curse of 
the city is the availability of hundreds of people and resources for a person like Keith to eke out a meager 
existence. That existence, however painful and marginal, is possible largely because the body of Christ does 
not fully function together. We can maintain our separate “ministries” giving out a bit of food or a token and 
never together enter deeply enough into a person’s life to genuinely alter their direction. 

I would argue strongly for holistic ministries that attempt to deal with the whole person for blocks of time. 
May God give us wisdom, compassion, mercy and His love in dealing with the “Keith’s” which He brings into 
our sphere.

“Jesus has some extraordinarily peculiar sheep: some that are unkempt and dirty, some that are 
awkward or pushy, and some that have gone astray! But it is impossible to exhaust God’s love, and it 
is impossible to exhaust my love if it flows from the Spirit of God within me. The love of God pays no 
attention to my prejudices caused by my natural individuality. If I love my Lord, I have no business being 
guided by natural emotions -- I have to feed His sheep.”24

UPDATE

Since I wrote this, Keith has become more regular at our daytime drop-in center, participating 
wholeheartedly in the devotional times and prayer. He comes to church every Sunday and often stays after 
church and spends time in prayer. He is in need of medical care that we are trying to secure for him. 

23   Grigg, Viv. “Sorry! The Frontier Moved” essay in Planting and Growing Urban Churches ed. by Harvie Conn. p. 158. Emphasis mine.
24   Chambers, Oswald. My Utmost For His Highest. March 3.
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