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Most of us can remember going to a scary movie.
Our hearts would race and our knuckles would turn
white as we faced peril and fear in the safety of a dark
theater. All the while, we knew—in two hours or less—
we would leave the theater and return to our safe,
normal lives.

Yet, not everyone has the luxury of walking out of
a movie theater and leaving their fears behind. For
the people staying at Inner City Mission, their scary
movie began at a young age, ushering in a fear so great
it would grip their lives and refuse to let go. Stories
of abuse, neglect, loneliness, terror, insecurity, and
isolation are common.

They are the traumatic homeless, the most
common type of homelessness we work with.

Earlier, we talked about the resources every person
needs to function in society: relational, inner, and
physical resources. Well, the traumatic homeless
have little or none of these. Raised with zero (or
marginal) caring people in their lives—relational
resources—they could not develop the necessary inner
resources and social skills needed for stability in life.
As adults, they now lack the ability to make good
decisions and end up losing any physical resources
they might have.

Haunting memories are the hallmark of the
traumatized homeless. Driven to search for anything
that promises relief from their torment, they use
drugs, alcohol, and sex to deaden their pain. One fix
leads to the next, and homelessness is the inevitable
result, the outcome of ongoing trauma and chaos.

It’s important to note: tragic or prolonged events
like a crime, an accident, or the horrors of war can
also bring haunting memories or long term disability.
The people spiraling into homelessness are the ones
with little or no relational resources.

1. Calming the Chaos
The first thing we do when people come for shelter

at the mission is calm their chaos. This is stage one
of our Stability for Life program, and lasts up to six
months. It begins in an atmosphere of safety where
the love of God can be seen and felt. We want every
person to feel safe and loved, and this opens the door
for positive relationships to develop. Before long,
we can talk about relationships, finances, health,
employment history, education, spirituality, self-
concept, addictions, and legal issues. These nine areas
of focus give us a holistic view into their lives and help
us identify the specific issues causing their chaos.

We cannot ignore or gloss over the value of calming
their chaos. While it’s not easy or simple for people to
expose and deal with their greatest wounds in life, we
have found that long term stability cannot be reached
unless chaos is eliminated, or at least managed.

As an example, Sheila, who had a long history of
abuse, came to the mission seeking shelter. On the
sixth day of her stay, she started a new job. Three days
into it, her ex-husband showed up at her workplace
in a rage, cussing her out in front of everyone. Sheila,
scared and ashamed, fled the scene and never went
back. That left her afraid to look for another job, even
after the courts granted her an order of protection.

Then there was Ronnie, who wasted no time
finding a job after moving into the mission. His first
paycheck triggered his meth addiction, and Ronnie
eventually went to jail.

We have found that asking or expecting our new
arrivals to find employment amidst their swirling
chaos is like asking them to build a house in the
middle of a hurricane. It doesn’t work. Instead, we
now help our residents calm the storms in their lives.
We encourage them to slow down and relax. Then we
help them evaluate their current way of life in order to
identify the things that are working and the things that
aren’t.

When we see chaos and stress diminish, the person
can move to the next stage and begin the process of
building a new life.

2. Promoting the Potential
In this second stage, lasting up to a year, we focus

on helping people develop relational resources. We
also encourage everyone to embrace their strengths
and weaknesses, which promote a better self-concept.
Individual mentoring, group classes, and self-studies
are implemented here as needed, allowing our
residents to face their deepest issues while discovering
who they are.

At the same time, we apply “the power of
positive pressure” as we seek to understand varying
personalities and their levels of inner resources. This
helps us understand how much pressure they can
deal with at one time, and what motivating factors
we can apply when helping them work on personal
issues. We find this necessary for the development
of new and lasting inner resources, which moves
each person closer to stability as they find and
maintain employment. They can now start paying off
outstanding bills and build physical resources like a
savings account.

Our highest goal is for each one to find joy
and peace in God through Jesus Christ, as well as
in themselves, and with others. These life-giving
relationships are the positive relational resources
they need in their lives, which become their
foundation for lasting stability in society.

Once residents complete stage two expectations
and stabilize in the workforce a length of time—able
to make better decisions now and retain their physical
resources—they are ready to graduate to our third
stage.

3. Receiving the Reward

In this final stage lasting up to six months, we help
people identify the potential snares of success while
they continue to pay off debt and save money. Their
main goal now is to acquire stable housing in a safe
neighborhood.

With the finish line in sight, they now believe it’s
possible to reenter society as a productive citizen.
During this time, we encourage them to find a good
community that fulfills their spiritual and social
needs. Community is key to their survival, so we want
them to find positive places with strong relational ties
that can last a lifetime.

This last stage might seem easy, but it’s actually
difficult for those addicted to chaos and adrenaline.
Many feel restless when life calms down. Their new
way of living doesn’t feel normal yet, which is why
community is so important. They need caring people
to come alongside and encourage them.

In the end, none of us are truly independent. We
all have a purpose and a calling to help each other in
times of need.

Until next time,
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