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“We are all one paycheck away from being
homeless,” an Assistant State’s Attorney said in a
meeting about homelessness.
I pulled out my wallet out and handed her a
twenty dollar bill. “I hope this helps. I didn’t
know you were in need.”
Her jaw dropped. “I didn’t meanme, Scott.”
I had to smile. “Well, your statement implies all
of us are on the verge of homelessness. It sounds
like a plague ready to pounce on its next victim.”
For anyone thinking the same thing, you can
relax. Homelessness has very little to do with
a lapse in paychecks. In fact, the real reason
behind homelessness isn’t even the lack of
something physical like a house, a job, or money.
If it was, homelessness would surely be solved
by the millions of dollars invested in Springfield
each year for housing, job training, financial
assistance, healthcare, and other types of aid.
What we find instead is something quite
different. The people coming to our doors
for shelter actually lack a resource of greater
importance than a house. They lack a network
of family and friends to fall back on. They lack
positive relationships.
Now that may sound insignificant to those of us
with caring, supportive people in our lives. Yet
they are the greatest resource any of us could
have in life.
The reality: lack of housing is not the cause
of homelessness, it’s an outcome.
We will never be able to end homelessness
in Springfield if we fail to understand this
important distinction, and how the role of
relationships in a person’s life directly relates to
their ability to maintain housing. Homelessness
will continue to be a mystery if we simply
provide physical resources like housing,
employment, money, or whatever to “get them
back on their feet.” While it may help for a time,
showering a person or family with physical
resources does not resolve their relational issues
or keep them out of homelessness long term.
In our early years of working at Inner
City Mission, we would visit churches and
organizations where I would speak on
homelessness. Often, someone would come up
afterwards and say something like, “My parents
were extremely poor when I was growing up, yet
I never became homeless. Why are the people at
the mission homeless?”

“Did your parents love you?” I would ask.
“Oh, yes,” the person would reply, sharing a
heartfelt story about a father showing his love or
a mother sacrificing in some way.
I would then say, “Well, the people I work with
at the mission might have had a house growing
up, but they didn’t have parents or anyone who
really cared for them. They never had a home.”
At the end of these conversations, people would
lower their eyes or shake their heads and say,
“That’s really sad,” and I would agree. A few
would push back with, “My dad was an angry
alcoholic. I never felt loved by him, but I’m not
homeless.”
I would then ask, “Did you have anyone else in
your life who gave you special attention or cared
about you in some way?” Every time, the person
would tell me a wonderful story about a favorite
aunt, grandpa, teacher, or neighbor who made a
difference.
Years of working with the homeless has revealed
this simple truth:
Homelessness is a relational issue.
The good news is, if a person can learn to
develop positive relationships, and maintain
them, they have a key that will unlock the door
to their homelessness. How this process looks is
different for the varying types of homelessness,
but it is attainable.
In our early years, we were able to identify “the
resource every person needs,” after seeing a
pattern emerge in the lives of the homeless.
The largest group we worked with, and still
do, are the traumatic homeless. As a child or
adult, they have experienced broken, painful
relationships for prolonged periods of time. The
toxicity of their environment tore them apart
emotionally, spiritually, and physically. By the
time they arrive on our doorstep, they have a
relationship deficit that renders them unable to
maintain stability on their own.
The self-induced homeless persons, for
various reasons, reject every relationship in their
lives, both positive and negative, due to their
insistence on doing life their own way. In a quest
for autonomy, they push others away, eventually
moving on from them and losing contact. They
would rather be homeless than submit to others.
The chronic homeless individuals are unable
to maintain relationships for any length of time

due their altered state of reality. Mental illness,
substance abuse, and developmental disability,
or any combination of the three, has led them
into this type of homelessness.
Families and singles in the acute houseless
population do not fit this pattern. They are in
a category of their own due to circumstances
beyond their control. Their loss of housing solely
results from a fire or natural disaster that has
displaced them. The amount of relational and
physical resources they have determines the
length of time it takes for them to regain their
housing.
When we understand the types of
homelessness—including the vast difference
between homelessness and houselessness—
we are better able to offer the right resources
for each one. For the homeless, we take care of
physical needs while focusing on relational and
spiritual training, as well as emotional healing.
For the houseless, we offer physical resources
for those requesting our services.
To the South Central Chapter of the American
Red Cross in Springfield, we express our
gratitude for the wonderful services you provide
to the houseless who become displaced in our
community. Thank you for reaching out and
caring.
Until next time,
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