
Rusty Jones
  Caring Son, Loving Father, Gang Member.
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ETHNOGRAPHY #6
INTRODUCTION

Rusty Jones and his family live in a small, poorly maintained apartment 
complex about one mile from my church building. I met Rusty through Slim, 
one of my church members. Slim is an older, African American single man who lives in the same apartment 
complex and has been a member of our church for about three years. I have often ministered to Slim in 
prayer and in counseling as he has never been shy to express his needs either on Sunday mornings after 
service or even during the week. I’ve come to love Slim and appreciate the fact that although our church is 
predominantly white demographically, he sees our love for Jesus and care for each other, and wants to be a 
part of our church family. 

Slim is a recipient of our food box ministry, and he also participates in bringing food boxes to others in need 
in his apartment complex. This makes him an excellent informant, since he not only lives among the poorest 
people in our community, but he also has a heart to bring our ministries to them. Several months ago I 
asked Slim if I could help him bring some food boxes to some new people in the complex who may not know 
that our church exists just a mile from their doors. He was excited about the opportunity, so we conspired to 
bring a half dozen boxes to his complex and see what God would do. We talked to several different people 
that Sunday afternoon, one of whom was Rusty Jones. 

I spent about thirty minutes with Rusty and exchanged contact information. He seemed eager to spend 
more time with me and I definitely wanted to get to know him better, so I decided to ask him a week later 
if I could come back to his apartment with more food boxes and spend some time getting to know him. I 
was honest with him that I wanted to get to know the people in my church neighborhood, and hoped to 
pick a very special person that I could listen to and learn about his or her life. To my relief, Rusty seemed to 
really believe that I cared about him and his family. On a Friday afternoon, I took some food boxes to him 
along with a gift bag of candy and toys that my wife had put together, and met him in his tiny three room 
apartment. 

LIFE HISTORY
                                 
Rusty is an unemployed twenty-six-year-old African American man with four children: two boys and two 
girls (ages: ten, nine, three, and one). They live there with the children’s mother, Claudia, who is not married 
to Rusty and who was at work at the time of our meeting. As we sat down to talk, he immediately said that 
he wanted to be honest with me, and I encouraged him that he could tell me anything that he wanted; I 
just wanted to listen to him. He said that he falls in and out of drinking alcohol, and that he had some the 
previous night which was still having an effect on him. He didn’t seem drunk or even tipsy to me, although 
his shame was evident. I told him I didn’t mind and that we are all equal before Christ and need his love and 
forgiveness no matter who we are. He also confided that he has lost his driver’s license due to two DUI’s he 
received. He has a court date soon to plead his case before a judge who could give him his license back. We 
agreed that we would pray that God would give the judge a favorable heart towards him.

Hearing that he and the children’s mom were not married, I immediately asked if they were considering 
being married at some point. Rusty quickly said that they really wanted to be married, but couldn’t afford it. 
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With a big grin on my face, I told him that all he needs is a pastor with a church nearby who would be willing 
to marry them and let them use the church hall for a reception free of charge. I pulled close and asked him if 
he might know of someone like that!  He began to laugh and asked me if I would really be willing to do such 
a big thing for them. I assured him that I would give him and Claudia a wedding ceremony to remember and 
that they could use the newly remodeled Fellowship Hall without charge. I could even get several ladies to 
help them with the planning and organizing of the special event. He seemed very happy and wanted to talk 
to her about making that happen. My prayer is that it will happen soon!

Prior to living in our town, Rusty grew up in two neighboring communities. All three towns have been 
affected by the suburbanization of poverty since the 1980’s. Rusty’s mother lives in a different apartment 
complex nearby, and I had the privilege of meeting her the first time I was with him. She is a petite, quiet 
woman who seems concerned for her children and grandchildren. He told me that his dad, Rusty Sr., died 
after having a massive heart attack. He pointed to a picture of his dad near the small TV set, and began to 
get emotional. Although Rusty had a history as a “troubled youth,” he loved his parents very much and only 
spoke very highly of them (I was impressed by the way he treated his mom during my last visit). He said that 
his dad’s sudden death was so hard for him to cope with that he had to go to a state sponsored counseling 
office to try to work through his pain. Just as my heart was beginning to break for him, he also told me about 
one of his sisters who died as a young girl. She was just ten-years-old. 

I began to see that Rusty was struggling in life not just because of one tragedy, but because of a hard life on 
the streets that had seen compounded tragedies. I couldn’t help but think, “How much pain can one person 
take and still hold his life together?”  I don’t know how his sister died, but I didn’t want him to talk about it 
and re-live it unless he offered to. He didn’t, so I let it go. Rusty then changed the subject and told me about 
his other siblings; who were all alive, but he doesn’t see very often. He also told me about his cousins, whom 
he said he could not trust very much. He didn’t offer why, but he repeated several times “You just can’t trust 
some of your family.”  Then, to my shock, he blurted out that he liked me and felt like he could really talk to 
me!  I was caught off guard, but I told him I was glad and that I liked being his friend. A connection was being 
made and God was at work!

Rusty went to a local high school. I told him that was the same high school my parents attended!  We 
laughed together about having another connection. He told me about how the school had guards and he 
confided in me that he sold pot to the guards to make a little money. He evidently was thrown out of that 
school and never graduated. He hopes to take some tests after the first of the year and get his GED. 

Rusty has had several jobs over the course of time, his favorite of which was at a paint factory. Rusty 
confided again in a humorous story (humorous to him) that at one time he was smoking pot and found out 
that he had to take a random drug test for his company the next day. He didn’t want to take a chance on 
losing his job so he asked his dad for some of his urine to bring to work, and his dad complied! Rusty started 
belly laughing and I wasn’t sure what to do, other than have a small laugh with him.

He told me in general terms that he was a street kid and tended to get in trouble as a youth. He also 
confided in me that he was part of a large street gang called “the Gangsta Disciples.”  I ignorantly asked how 
long he was in that gang and if he had a hard time getting out. Rusty put his head down, chuckled, and said 
that he was still a member of the gang. I couldn’t believe it. For the first time in my life, I was talking to a 
gang member. It was a sober moment for me. He then looked at me and quickly said that although he was 
still in the gang, he doesn’t go around “gang banging” any more, and I breathed a sigh of relief. He said he 
really wanted to dedicate himself to raising his children and being a good father. I really encouraged him 
for that, and told him that I could see that he was a good man who was trying hard to do the right things 
under difficult circumstances. He seemed to soak up any encouragement that I could send his way. Rusty 
mentioned that he doesn’t have any other real friends; his family is his life now.
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INTERESTS

His only real interest is in music, particularly rap music. He feels he really has a gift for it and he started 
recording a demo CD a while back. Since he doesn’t work right now, he has to care for his kids while their 
mom is working which means he is not able to get back to his friend’s studio to finish the recording. He feels 
confident that he’s going to make it big in the music world one day when he can get his life together. With 
eagerness in his eyes, he said that he is going to take care of his mother and give her a nice place to live 
when he signs a recording contract. I encouraged him that God gave him that talent and that if he allowed 
God to guide him, he could really use his gift in a way that does a lot of good and brings a lot of glory to God. 
He agreed and said he really wanted to finish his demo CD. I said we would make that a matter of prayer and 
see what God will do!  

Other than music, Rusty seems to enjoy movies and TV. The TV set was on the whole time we talked, and 
at different points in the conversation he grabbed the remote. I thought he was going to turn it off, but 
instead he just kept adjusting the volume. We were actually able to talk about some movies that we had 
both separately seen and liked. It gave us an opportunity to talk and laugh at a less intense level and just 
experience a little more of what we had in common.

BELIEFS AND VALUES

At several points during our meeting, he mentioned that he had gone through a series of difficulties and 
setbacks, including having a kidney infection. To him, life itself is filled with continual pain and difficulty. He 
believes that he has to “climb out” of his living conditions and the circumstances that life has dealt him. In 
other words, when it comes to bettering his life, he feels he is on his own. I told him about how much God 
loves him, and that God is the one Person we can turn to for help, no matter what the situation is. It looked 
as if he believed me, or wanted to believe me, but I could tell by the expression on his face that it was 
difficult for him to believe that God could or would indeed help him. Since he had grown up on the streets 
fighting to survive, believing that God would actually begin to move on his behalf was a tough pill for Rusty 
to swallow. 

I found it interesting that for all that Rusty had endured and in spite of the extreme brokenness of his life, he 
held to a strong set of values. First he deeply loved his family, including his mom, sister, live-in girlfriend, and 
their kids. Based on what he insinuated I could guess that he was involved in gang crime and violence at one 
time, yet his heart remained true to the conviction that his family comes first. It was obvious that after his 
father died, Rusty took the paternal lead among his siblings.

He also gave a great amount of respect to me, which showed that he also valued other people who held to 
their convictions, even though their lives were polar opposite to his. Finally, Rusty made it clear that he had 
a good work ethic and valued being able to make money to support himself and his family. The fact that he 
was not working and that he could not find a decent job caused him much grief. 

BIBLICAL VIEWPOINT

Rusty grew up in a home that acknowledged God. During his younger years his parents even brought him to 
church every week. I’m not sure if the setting was evangelical (I didn’t think he would understand the term, 
so I didn’t ask). At this point Rusty continues to acknowledge God, and he never said a negative word during 
the times that I would mention God’s goodness or the love of Jesus for him. He mostly would get quiet 
and nod his head in agreement. I wasn’t sure if he was pacifying me, or if he actually agreed. Either way, it 
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seemed Rusty was exposed to the church and the Gospel at a young age, and some of what he learned and 
experienced were still embedded in him. 

MINISTRY STRATEGY 

Through my meeting times with Rusty, I’ve concluded that he is a very relational person. He has the unique 
combination of being a very verbose person, yet he can also listen attentively. It seemed that he was 
astounded that: 1) I would take the time to visit him in his apartment; 2) I would spend a couple of hours 
with him in one visit; 3) I would bring his family food boxes and his children gifts; and 4) I would spend most 
of my time listening to him. He was not afraid to show his gratitude to me, and he mentioned it often during 
my visits.

I feel that I have an open door to continue to share the Gospel with Rusty, not from a “you must be saved or 
you’ll burn” standpoint, but from a “look at what God has done for us through the life and death of Jesus” 
standpoint. I believe he and his family will not be won through a hard sell of the Gospel, but through a soft 
smile, a warm hug, and a little hanging out together. I have met his entire family, including his mom, sister, 
and kids. The next step would be to get to know his girlfriend Claudia, and then to encourage them to take 
up my offer to marry them. I would suggest six weeks of premarital counseling, through which I would be 
able to talk more fully about the Gospel and what it means to be a godly husband/father and wife/mother. 
Based on my experiences with other couples I’ve married, by God’s grace this process will endear Rusty and 
Claudia to my wife and me, further deepening our friendship together and also give them the chance to 
meet other wonderful people from our church. At that point I believe I will be able to move them toward 
joining our fellowship, which is within walking distance from their current home. 

I’m not looking for a quick conversion experience for Rusty, but I am excited about continuing to extend my 
friendship to him through which he might find the Savior who died for him. 

CONCLUSION AND APPLICATION TO MINISTRY

I learned many things through my two meetings with Rusty, and I would like to summarize them point-by-
point:

1) I was amazed to find such poor living conditions so close to our church building. I knew that rich 
people were not living in those apartments, but I had no idea how small or how badly maintained they 
actually were.

2) I was totally shocked that we had a gang member living within walking distance of our church. I 
was under the delusion that gangs were only in the inner city or in communities that were completely 
minority-based. I had never actually seen or talked with a gang member before. 

3) Rusty shattered my perception of gang members. I always felt they were uneducated, mean-spirited 
savages that needed to be locked away in prison. I found that he is a person with a huge heart and a 
keen mind, who wanted to do well for himself and his family.

4) Relationships are not only a key to evangelism, they make doing Gospel work much more enjoyable. 
Meeting with Rusty didn’t feel like a ministry that I was doing, but more like a friendship that I was 
building. Listening, laughing, praying, and hugging doesn’t feel like hard-core ministry, but I could really 
feel that God was at work in both of us.

-4- ETHNOGRAPHY #6#MAPYOURNEIGHBORHOOD



5) Out of everything I could give away, I believe giving away my time will have the most affect for the 
kingdom. For most of my tenure as a pastor, I’ve given myself to preaching, counseling, administrating 
and overseeing, but giving my time to people who are very different from me is the next step in my 
ministry growth and life.

We recently completed a community analysis project, focused on our church’s community. As we did one-
on-one surveys and crunched all the data, one of the findings was that the more people were exposed to our 
church, the more favorable the reflection. God has given us favor and something worthwhile to offer in our 
community. We believe that families like Rusty’s have a precious jewel in a church just around the corner. 
It’s a place where they can be themselves and feel welcomed and loved. In order for that realization to be a 
reality, people like me need to get out of our church offices and go and be with them. 

I believe that church leaders have talked about evangelism in such cold, hard terms for so long, that most 
of the church members are afraid to do it and are eager to leave it to the pastors and lay leaders. We need 
to change our language from “getting people saved” to initiating relationships with the people who are 
physically near to us. Dropping off some food, having a conversation about the stuff of real life, and leaving 
with a hug will go a long way toward winning someone to Christ. I honestly feel that this has been my 
experience with Rusty. 

I’m looking forward to telling the people I serve about the necessity of building relationships with the lost 
and hurting around us, but I’m even more excited to tell them about my own experiences and joys in doing 
it myself!  This project has been a worthwhile experience, and I’m looking forward to what God will do with 
my friendship with Rusty in the future. I feel we are both headed in the right direction.
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