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INTRODUCTION 

"If one of your kinsmen in any community is in need in 

the land which the Lord, your God, is giving you, you shall 

not harden your heart nor close your hand to him/her in 

his/her need" (Dt 15:8). This one passage says much 

Jesus' life and teachings, yet such words are rarely 

confronted head on in our Catholic churches. If our 

Christian faith has real meaning for us we cannot be content 

to strive only for our own well being, especially while 

poverty and many other forms of oppression are experienced 

by our neighbors. Instead, we must work in unity for the 

well being of all, responding to the human suffering before 

us. Nurturing an authentic Christian response was the goal 

of my project. 

In its final form, my project accomplished this via 

three sessions with women at St. Mary—of—-the—Woods who were 

going on an urban plunge in Chicago. Here each spent a week 

visiting one of two shelters for women and their children. 

Generally speaking, the first session was used to further an 

understanding of economic, political and cultural factors 

behind poverty and oppression, while the second was to 

consider the Christian perspective on these and its calling. 

The third session was to integrate these with their plunge 

experience in order to encourage and guide appropriate 

Christian responses on their own after the sessions.  



DEVELOPING THE PROJECT PROPOSAL 

The original proposal did not look like this. In my 

first proposal’, initiating a response to poverty and 

oppression — geared specifically toward homelessness - was a 

key element of my task. It was and is my belief - 

concurrent with liberation theology -— that the North 

American Church needs to be more involved in the struggles 

of those who are poor and oppressed. Involvement needs to 

go beyond handouts and minor societal reforms toward 

solidarity with the poor and changes in lifestyle so that we 

do not foster oppression. I also believe that people are 

good — which our Christian faith teaches - and that seeing 

other's pain will sometimes enable people to go beyond 

Prejudices, misconceptions, and habits; thus, they will be 

able to respond to the poor and others who are oppressed. 

Therefore, I wanted to encourage this response, and I 

planned to do this with a parish audience, although I did 

not mention a specific audience in the proposal. 

To do this I saw myself attending to four tasks, which 

were to be done during the course of three or four sessions. 

The first was to open people's eyes to the existence of 

homelessness - to move people. Secondly, I wanted to inform 

my audience of the political, economic and cultural issues, 

and examine these in light of our Christian faith. Thirdly, 

I wanted to guide the participants toward a Christian  



response. Finally, 1 wanted to be avallable to facilitate 

those responses. Through these tasks I wanted to convey 

that justice is inextricably tied to our faith, and I 

intended to use liberation theology toward this end. 

Practicalities caused need for adjustments in my 

original proposal. There were too many unknowns. 1 had not 

determined a specific audience. I figured that I could give 

the presentations to interested people of some parish, 

perhaps St. Philip Neri, where I had talked with the pastor. 

There was no guarantee that an adequate number of people 

would have been interested. Furthermore, it was much to 

build my prodect on the expectation that the participants 

would respond to homelessness. Sometimes people are not 

ready to commit. The last part of my project would have 

rested on the decisions of the participants, which could 

have caused a great problem. Thus, the proposal was 

altered. 

The final proposal maintained the same basic goal: to 

nurture an authentic Christian response to the poverty, 

oppression and pain of others. Along with this was the 

continued goal of showing that Christian faith necessitates 

concern for justice, and liberation theology continued to be 

a guide, although this was not necessarily evident to the 

participants. The final proposal continued to make 

Provision for exploring the relevance of political, economic 

and cultural factors to poverty and for examining the 

Christian message about poverty.  
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Some important differences emerged, however. The most 

significant was the audience and its effect upon the 

project. Rather than trying to solicit an audience (from a 

parish) the audience was already in place, having been 

formed by those interested in the urban plunge — and poverty 

and oppression — before my proposal was even brought to 

their leader, Judy Conover, the campus minister at St. 

Mary—-of—-the—-Woods. These women had already decided to 

respond to poverty, and my role shifted away from 

initiating a response toward guiding their response. My 

final proposal stated, "My goal is to deepen, broaden and 

clarify the understanding of faith, culture and experience 

for the urban plunge volunteers in order to enable a more 

authentic Christian response to poverty and homelessness. 

The first two sessions were used to guide them in their 

predetermined response of the urban plunge, and then in the 

third session their response was integrated with the earlier 

sessions in order to form a more mature and Christian 

understanding about poverty and their stance toward it. 

Another important change — manifested much more in the 

actual presentations than in the proposal - was a 

de—emphasis on homelessness. As I studied and prepared for 

the sessions, I became increasingly aware of homelessness as 

a particular manifestation of poverty and oppression in 

general. Homelessness is brought about because of the 

‘broader issues of poverty and oppression. I saw it as more 

important to focus on the root of the problem than upon its  
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rotten fruit. Homelessness is an example of how unjust our 

society has become. There was little direct focus upon 

homelessness. 

In order to make the sessions meaningful for the 

participants, 1 first had toc assess the audiencs. I had 

fifteen minute interviews with three volunteers by phone. 

Then I sent a letter to the participants, (see Appendix A). 

This letter explained to them how my desire to respond to 

poverty was connected to the sessions and to my masters 

project. I briefly introduced myself and encouraged them to 

be challengend by the sessions and the plunge. I also asked 

them to complete an enclosed questionnaire, (see Appendix 

B), which contained nine questions. The purpose of these 

questions was to enable me to determine what perspectives 

they were bringing to the sessions. I wanted to address 

these perspectives. I asked questions to learn of their 

level of faith, and I also wanted to find cut to what degree 

they perceived poverty as a manifestation of oppressive 

values and the resulting society, rather than something that 

occurs of itself beyond our control. I drew three general 

conclusions from their responses: they particiapted well; 

Christian faith ranged from nonbelief to strongly 

influential; and a few people had some awareness of poverty 

as an expression of oppression, but for most, the connection 

was minimal.  



THE PRESENTATIONS 

Stated broadly, my goal was to be an instrument of 

conversion for the participants. This I told them in the 

very beginning of the first presentation, and I spent time 

talking about the theme of conversion. I wanted to make it 

explicit that our perspectives are distorted (unredeemed) 

and that my intention was to challenge their perspectives 

(as well as my own) with the Christian message. 

I began with a prayer based on the theme of conversion. 

I read a piece from John Kavanaugh's book, Faces of 

Poverty, Faces of Christ, which reflected on the idea that 

we become most fully human when we face our vulnerability. 

1 linked this in prayer to the fact that in our fear of 

vulnerability we often cling to distorted images, values, 

and desires. I prayed that we would open our hearts to 

break away from the distortions that give us comfort and to 

embrace our human weaknesses - to embrace our human poverty 

and the ugliness within so that we may be redeemed. As 1 

prayed this I extinguished a pretty candle (set next to a 

serene picture) and lit a candle that sat amidst broken 

glass. We then sang a song celebrating our conversion by 

God's hand, "Deep Within," which I plaved on guitar. I 

foilowed with a statement that conversion was the goal of 

our sessions and gave a brief definition of conversion as 

change of perspective. I stated that accepting the Gospel  
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is impossible without conversion. 1 noted that in the 

gospels John the Baptist prepared the way for Jesus by 

preaching repentance, and that in Mark, "repent" was the 

first public utterance of Jesus. 

The reason for speaking of conversion is closely linked 

to another fundamental theme of our Christian faith and of 

the sessions: sin. We are born into a world steeped in 

powerful evils that began with the sin of Adam and are woven 

into the fabric of our society. Every political, economic 

and cultural institution is somehow shaped by the presence 

of sin in our world. It has made a niche into the very 

depth of our collective heart, usually directive without our 

even being aware of its presence. It is so much a part of 

who we are as a society and as individuals that its 

directives become unquestionably normative. The evil in our 

world influences nearly every perspective: our views of 

right and wrong, of fairness and goodness, of our 

environment, of Jjust relations with our neighbors, of our 

relationship to materials, and of our relationship to God. 

It influences our dearest values and is embedded in our 

hearts. It is original sin. 

Despite the great power and presence of evil in our 

world, we are not without hope. We have a great Redeemor in 

Christ Jesus, who shared so fully in our humanity that he 

was without sin. He did not ignore his human poverty but 

"lifted it up to the Creator. Hig triumph over sin was 

completed by the hand of the Creator in his resurrection.  
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We are not left subject to the power of evil but have 

redemption through him who fulfilled the hopes of the Hebrew 

Scriptures and advocates for us through the Holy Spirit. He 

has given us a guide, a model, a way of being. 

I called attention to our distorted perspectives at the 

very beginning of our sessions in sounding the call toward 

conversion. By starting with a prayer of conversion and 

briefly talking about it, I encouraged the participants to 

reconsider their perspectives and to be challenged by the 

values and perspectives presented in our Christian heritage, 

@specially the Scriptures. 

The entire series of presentations was shaped by the 

theme of sin and conversion. The first session, to which we 

will return, did this most explicitly by focusing upon the 

brokenness of our world. The second session looked at 

Christian alternatives to this brokenness by examining 

Scriptural perspectives and values. The third provided an 

opportunity for the participants to integrate their 

understanding of the world's brokenness with the Christian 

alternative, for the intensity of their urban plunge 

experience enabled a fuller, more correct understanding of 

these than had previously been available to them. In the 

shelters they came face to face with sin and oppression, 

which provided the impetus for reconsidering perspectives 

and examining the Christian message freshly. 

It was evident in the third session that they did see 

evil. For instance, all of the participants saw enough  



evidence to strongly suggest that many of the mothers abused 

their children, and that they simply did not show much love 

to them. In our discussion they spoke of their frustration 

with the mothers. Yet, several of them stated that they 

empathized with the mothers, to the point of asking 

themselves whether they would treat their children the same 

way if they had to cope with the reality of shelter life. 

They had a sense of sin being passed on from generation to 

generation as they lamented over the childrens’ lack: of 

guidance, family structure, attention and love. They saw 

violent children and sensed sin's crushing burden of 

hopelessness. All of this caused them to reconsider their 

goals and their values, which we will discuss near the end 

of the paper. 

The purpose of the first session, while examining 

political and economic factors behind poverty, was to make 

the world's brokenness clearly vizible. I wanted not only 

to show that a large portion of the world suffers 

tremendously, but also, and more importantly, to show that 

this suffering is largely the result of oppression. People 

are not starving because there is not enough food in the 

world but because the economic, political and cultural 

systems we have put in place actually encourage this! Y 

wanted to demonstrate that poverty does not simply occur as 

a matter of course but is encouraged by peoples 

participating in oppressive practices and systems, usually 

without them knowing it. My hope was not only to encourage  
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a response against poverty but also - and more of a 

challenge — a change to a lifestyle that would cooperate 

less with oppression. 

This was a big task to accomplish in one of three one 

and one half hour sessions. I began by giving a few 

statistics illustrating tremendous human suffering (e.g. 

that forty million people die each vear of hunger or 

hunger—-related illnesses). I gradually made it evident that 

much suffering is caused by our local, national and world 

systems. After a quick reference to the cost of arms 

compared to the relatively small cost of food, I gave many 

statistics illustrating the great disparity between the rich 

and the poor in the U.S. (The after-tax income in 19886 of 

the lowest twenty percent of the population was only 1.1% of 

the total income compared to 50.6% for the top twenty 

percent [Ropers 8633.) I showed that this disparity does not 

Just happen but has been produced by changes in tax laws, 

etc. and that those with money and power can manipulate the 

government for their benefit. (General Electric and many 

other major businesses paid no taxes in 1982 and many 

financial institutions were owed money [Blau 40]. ) 

I attempted to get across a number of general concepts. 

One is that at any given time wealth is limited; therefore, 

whenever someone gets rich the money comes from others’ 

hands —- often the poor. The principle of less eligibility 

‘states that those receiving government assistance should 

receive less than those who are working, which causes great  
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suffering today because the minimum wage puts a family of 

three twenty percent below the poverty line (Blau 184). 

short, I tried to show that homelessness and poverty are 

built into our society. Society is broken. 

The first segment of the second session was aimed at 

getting the participants to see that the evils in our system 

are not entirely impersonal, nor are they exclusively the 

work of politicians or ruthless business persons. They are 

generated from the depths of all of our hearts. Their root 

is in original sin and they are perpetuated by distorted 

values. 

I had them examine societal values by applying 

Scripture to our lives. I read Acts 4:32-35, which talks 

about the early Christian community living as one and 

relinquishing individual possessions for the good of the 

whole community. I asked the participants why we seldom 

hear of similar communities today, having them name values 

that stand in the way of this happening. Many were listed, 

including independence, competition, materialism, the "great 

American dream," etc. The exercise at least planted the 

seed that we all play a part in promoting poverty. 

After this excercise I read the parable of the good 

Samaritan. Then I asked them to respond to the parable by 

writing in journals I had provided for then. (These were 

composed of a purple, illustrated cover page, a blank back 

page of the same color, a copy of the song, "Deep Within," a 

list of ten recommended readings, and ten blank pages for  



optional notes or personal reflection, and for brief written 

responses to a handful of questions. In addition to. the 

Journal, I gave them a handout entitled, "What You Can Do to 

Help the Homeless," to encourage and guide responses [see 

appendices]. ) 1 wanted them to react honestly to the 

parable without having to worry about what someone else was 

saying. I sought personal comparisons between their own 

responses and that of the Samaritan. 

I followed with two present-day applications of the 

story. One was from Robert McAfee Brown, whe, in 

Unexpected News, told of an undocumented worker who was 

put in the back seat of the car of a Russian diplomat 

(getting blood on the seat) and taken to the hospital, where 

the diplomat made herself responsible for the bill (108). 

Again I asked them if they would respond to the person in 

the ditch as the story character had. In the second senario 

Kavanaugh talked about passing up the stranger in the ditch, 

personified in a beggar (24-8). 

There were three general points I wanted to convey 

through these stories. One is that we do not know the 

gospels as well as we think. Practically every Christian is 

familiar with the parable of the good Samaritan, and it has 

lost some of its shock wvalue. We may see the Biblical 

incident as nothing unusual and even casually assume that we 

would do the same as the Samaritan. But when the story is 

‘placed next to its present-day counterparts we might 

question how well we have listened to the gospels, for it  
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presents a view of human relationships far different from 

our expectations. Similarily, we may be shocked into 

considering how well we actually live the Gospel. Lastly, I 

hoped that the stories would challenge our values. These 

values connected with a number of theological themes in the 

presentations, which we will get to in due order. 

THEOLOGICAL, THEMES 

Sin and conversion were fundamental theological themes 

of the sessions. So much was this the case that they framed 

every other theological theme. The sessions became an 

attempt to answer the question, "from where does sin come 

and how should we respond to it?" Whereas the first session 

emphasized the deep presence of sin, while examining 

culture, the last two were an attempt to view our culture 

afresh through the eyes of God - with the aid of Scripture 

and then of experience. 

After being alerted to look at Scripture freshly in the 

parable of the good Samaritan, I read several Scripture 

passages about the law of release (relaxation of debts). 

These came from various verses of Leviticus 25 and 

Deuteronomy 15 and spoke about releasing debts every seven 

years and restoring lands to their original owners every 

fifty years. Several themes surfaced from these readings. 

One was that poverty is opposed to divine will. The 

passages in these books speak of restoring to the poor what  
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was once theirs — land and freedom from debt and bondage. 

As the Lord was moved by the suffering of the Israelites in 

Egypt, so too the Lord's people are to be moved by the needs 

of their kinsmen and shall open their hands. "lI command you 

to open your hand to the poor and needy kinsman in your 

country (Dt 15:14). 

Leviticus 25 speaks of dealing compassionately with 

those who have been "reduced to Poverty” (25,.,35,47). The 

needy are not to be lent money at interest or food for a 

profit (37,38), and if they sell their services they are not 

to be treated harshly as slaves but with kindness as tenants 

(38-43). The Lord is deeply concerned for the welfare of 

all God's people and expects them to treat each other with 

the same compassion that the Lord has bestowed on them. 

The passages suggest that poverty is encouraged by the 

hardness of peoples' hearts. The Israelites are told not to 

"deal unfairly" when purchasing or selling land (Lv 25:14), 

and as mentioned, God's pecple are not to gain from 

someone 's dire need for food or money (Lv 25:37.38). 

Deuteronomy cautions against "the mean thought" of 

withholding assistance to the needy because the year of 

relaxation is approaching (Dt 15:10). Instead, those who 

are able must open their hands. 

Other parts of the sessions concurred that divine will 

is opposed by the hardness of people's hearts. In the first 

session I showed how poverty is encourged by the way we have 

set up societal structures such as tax laws and the welfare  
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system. In the beginning of the second session I showed 

that injustice goes beyond societal structures and is 

encouraged by distorted values that each of us carries in 

our hearts. 

This theme was real for the participants. Their 

actions spoke loudly by their participation on the urban 

plunge. They also expressed this sense of (divine) 

obligation verbally after the plunge, when they spoke with 

regret about the lack of response throughout their lives. 

One person spoke of being "blind to it [poverty and 

suffering] for so long," and another commented that she had 

frequently made excuses that prevented her from getting 

involved. 

In answering our question, "From where does sin come 

and how should we respond to it?", two closely-related 

themes stand out. One is that there is a human tendency to 

appropriate for ourselves what is actually God's gift to 

ail. The second is that we turn toward these appropriated 

material gifts for security instead of depending upon 

relationships for our sense of peace. 

The theme of appropriating God's gifts was addressed in 

our examination of the law of release. Over and over in the 

books of Deuteronomy and Leviticus the land is referred to 

as having been given to the Israelites by God. A grateful 

and Godly people surely would emulate this act. "Since the 

Lord, your Bod, will bless you abundantly in the land he 

will give you...there should be no one of you in need" (Dt  



15:4). To ignore those in need is to ignore God's gift to 

those who have. The Lord states this with force by taking 

it a step further and declaring that the land does not even 

belong to the people but belongs to God. "The land is mine 

and you are but aliens who have become my tenants" (Lv 

25:23). Even their lives belong to the God who rescued them 

from slavery: "for to me the Israelites belong as servants; 

they are servants of mine, because I brought them out of 

Egypt, I the Lord, your Bod" (Lv 25:55), 

More important than clinging to possesions of any kind 

is relating to the Lord our God and also to our neighbors. 

It is not in our possessions that we find ourselves; nor do 

we find security from our fears to fully experience life's 

difficulties and joys. This was expressed Biblically in the 

sessions through the parable of the rich fool, where the man 

was storing up his bountiful harvest during the night of his 

death. He thought that with possessions his worries would 

be over, that he could kick back and have a good time. But 

when our lives come to an end these possessions count for 

nothing. Instead of storing up riches, we are told at the 

end of the parable to be "rich in what matters to God" (Lv 

§2:2%). 

This richness was illustrated in the parable of the 

good Samaritan. Here was an example of a man (or a woman in 

Brown's version) who, despite being hated by most, gave a 

heroic example of letting go of God's gifts in his charge 

for the sake of caring for his neighbor. Relationship was  



so important to him that he risked his safety, 

inconvenienced his plans, and gave up whatever money was 

necessary to nurse a stranger back to health. He was a 

person deeply grateful for God's gifts. 

From a cultural point of view, I tried to dispel the 

misconception that wealth is unlimited. At this moment 

there is a specific amount of resources and goods, and when 

one person possesses a great portion of them, someone else 

must do'with less. I referred to an expression used by 

William McElvaney in Good News is Bad News is Good News: 

"less means more." Less for me means more for someone else. 

Sharing is not something to do at our leisure but is 

demanded of a faith in which all is a gift of God and 

everyone 1s equally loved by God. 

Certainly one reason for presenting these two related 

themes is that they speak very loudly against our cultural 

perspectives and values. We live in a consumer society, 

where the tremendous drive of the market reduces all into 

objects of utility. Even people become depersonalized 

instruments of marketing. We are used in order to further 

profits, and the more we can be depersonalized, the easier 

it is for us to assume that buying products will solwve our 

problems. Reduced to objects, we are afraid and unable to 

feel: addictions and violence become commonplace. People 

lose faith and hope in relationships; meanwhile our society 

loses the ability to relate at all. Individualism becomes a 

necessity, not a choice.  



In our Christian faith we must not cling to possessions 

but must put our trust in the Lord who cares for each of 

God's people. Jesus spoke of this again and again: the 

lillies of the field (Mt 6:25-34), hoping in God, not mammon 

(Mt 6:24), treasure in heaven (Mt 6:19-21), the Lord's 

Prayer (It 8:9-13), the rich official (Lk 18:18~23). and the 

camel passing through the eye of a needle (Lk 18:25), the 

cleansing of the temple (Lk 19:45-48). The list could go on 

and on. Jesus' life was one of radical dependence upon God. 

He lived without a home as he spread God's message. He put 

himself at odds with officials and paid for his faithfulness 

with his life, trusting that he would be raised. His hope 

was not in possessions but in the kingdom, and he spent his 

days preaching of it and healing God's sick children. 

The themes of sharing God's gifts and trusting in God, 

not in possessions, were paramount to my audience, who were 

ministering to those who have suffered from the ciinging of 

society to possessions. But these societal distortions are 

not mysteriously "out there," totally out of control. We 

must not underestimate their power; yet, fighting against 

them starts inside each of our hearts. If we are to 

genuinely respond to the oppression of others, we must first 

cleanse our hearts of yearnings for things. No reform or 

revolution can ever stand unless it reflects peoples’ 

hearts. 

The participants' hearts truly were touched during the 

urban plunge. They gave beautiful testimony in the third  
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session about possessions, relationships, and God's gifts. 

Witnessing the dehumanizing poverty of others who did not 

even have homes deeply affected them. The very first topic 

that was brought up by the participants was that they had no 

desire to buy things. One woman mentioned that when she 

went shopping with her mother she could not find anything 

she wanted and that she felt like she did not need anything. 

Another young woman then remarked that she noticed in the 

stores all of the senseless things on which people spend 

their money. Empathy with the poor was evident as one 

person remarked at feeling bad that there were no snacks 

available for the middle-aged group of kids, and another 

said she imagined going into a store and not having the 

means to purchase anything but bare necessities. 

Half of the participants made some kind of wverbal 

comment about changing their stance toward Possessions, and 

there was a general nodd among the others. They all seemed 

to feel guilty about owning so much compared to the lack of 

those they were visiting. Undoubtedly some of the guilt was 

misplaced, but there were also revelations, such as 

discovering how much they took their blessings for granted. 

One young woman hit deeply into the heart of putting 

possessions in their proper place. She expressed regret for 

the times she got upset when she could not get what she 

wanted, especially since there was "no sense" in many of 

those things. She had enough insight into the matter to 

tell us that she and other people buy things just to make  



themselves feel better. I took the opportunity to invite 

everyone else to consider the times that they also had 

obtained things for the same purpose, citing that I often do 

this with food. They strongly concurred that they all do 

this. We all knew that we were turning away from 

relationships as we turned toward objects, and that a sense 

of God's gifts was lost. Their loss of appetite for objects 

in the stores remarkably indicated this. 

What they discovered on the urban plunge would have 

seemed foreign to them before they left. Throughout the 

sessions I called on the participants to reach for these 

alien but Godly perspectives. I invited them to the theme 

of conversion, stating that our perspectives are always 

distorted and in need of God's correction. I asked them to 

stretch beyond the comforts of their present ways of 

thinking and living in order to accept the disturbances that 

our faith brings us. I encouraged these disturbances by 

focusing on the brokenness of our world, especially as it 

oppresses the poor. We reflected on how our individual 

distorted values contribute to this oppression. 

While encouraging the participants to see the 

brokenness of a world composed of our own misguided 

perspectives, I hoped to open doors to God's vision of our 

world, the Kingdom. This world is so foreign to our common 

vision, yet so rich in love, mercy and truth. I challenged 

"the participants with the questions, "Why 'can't' we live in 

community as the early disciples did in Acts 4:32-352%?" As  
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we listed our values that repel community, I tried to show 

that the absence is more the result of choice than of 

impracticality. I hoped that they would see that the Gospel 

calls us to a way that seems strange to us. 

I intensified this sense of strangeness by having us 

reflect on the radicalness of the story of the good 

Samaritan (Lk 10:28-37). So very few of us who call 

ourselves Christians could actually do what the Samaritan 

did. To be so loving seems alien to us. It is not what is 

expected of us by our peers in this "Christian" society. 

When we talked of the parable of the rich fool, I asked 

them if the prohibition to store up riches could mean today 

that we should not prepare for our retirement. I Aid not 

know the answer, but I wanted to evoke thinking about the 

strangeness of the Gospel. The "huhs" and body language of 

the group suggested that I was successful, although the 

youth of the group was surely in my favor. 

I emphasized this alien world of God's vision with more 

directness when I spoke explicitly of God's foolishness as a 

constant Biblical theme. I gave a list of common examples 

where God's choices of the weak, aged or otherwise 

unexpected — according to societal standards — is held up as 

a key component of the story: Sarah giving birth in old age; 

rescuing the Israelites from Egypt and making the puny group 

into a nation; the young shepherd, David against Goliath 

with a slingshot; Jesus born in a stable; God using the 

crucifixion of Jesus as an instrument of redemption, etc.  



Certainly a major theme in these events is that God's ways, 

in supreme love and mercy, are not our ways. There is an 

otherness about God which demands a response of awe and 

reverence. More than this, God calls for emulation, which 

can only be hoped for because of the life, death and 

resurrection of Jesus. 

The participants did experience the paschal mystery, 

although they may not have thought of it as such. This was 

evident by their conversion, which we have discussed in part 

as it pertained to possessions. As we later treat the 

evaluation, we will discuss, within the context of their 

conversion, their (perhaps unbeknown) sense of God's 

foolishness. 

The theme of the cross, the most amazing example of 

God's foolishness, was touched upon during the sessions. We 

did not deal with it as a wholistic theme, for we did not 

even mention the resurrection. In fact, I did not present 

it formally but spoke of it within the context of our 

discussion after the plunge, when we talked of the place of 

suffering in our lives. Near the end of our discussion I 

pointed out how much the issue of pain had been a key 

component of much of our talk. On one hand they spoke with 

compassion about the pain experienced by the homeless women 

and children. More important for our present topic, they 

also spoke of pain as a key element of their life 

‘experiences and choices. As I mentioned, one young woman 

sald how she and others often buy things to make themselves  
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feel better. They also spoke of regret for not having left 

their comforts in order to reach out to those in need. 

I made the issue of pain more explicit. I valked of it 

as being linked to several of the topics we addressed. rrom 

one respect, we learned that pain is a necessary component 

of our humanity, while we talked of turning toward things as 

an inadequate cure for pain. Perhaps more importantly, I 

spoke of the necessity to walk into the midst of pain if we 

are to follow Jesus' example of healing those who suffer. 1 

talked of selflessly accepting our pain in order to move out 

of ourselves and be free to respond to the needs of others. 

Instead of running from our pain, perhaps by purchasing food 

or some object for appeasement, we, following the example of 

Jesus, can look toward the brokenness of the world and be 

present for those in need. We cannot be afraid of suffering 

but must face it head on. 

Another way that the participants were able to grow in 

their understanding of the cross stemmed from their empathy. 

Aware of the great struggles and suffering of the homeless 

families, there was an expression of remorse for complaining 

or getting upset over relatively minor matters. They felt a 

sense of gratitude for the gifts that they had. 

In their awareness of the suffering of others, 

"fundamental option for the poor" gained real meaning. The 

sessions and the experience did not allow for a full 

incorporation of that phrase into our lifestyles, but it did 

allow the participants to touch the matter in a personal  
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manner. This was not merely an academic phrase but was 

something that they were able to experience as they suffered 

with the homeless families. In our final session it was not 

clear what would be the participants' next response to the 

oppression they witnessed, although many of them planned to 

continue meeting as a peace and Jjustice group of sorts. 

However, one thing was very clear: they were deeply touched 

by the experience. Their feelings of guilt for ingratitude; 

their regret at not having acted more aggressively in the 

past on behalf of the oppressed; the feeling of pain shared 

with the homeless; and their desire to continue meeting, all 

pointed to a sense of obligation to continue working for 

Justice. 

I did not present the "fundamental option for the poor” 

as a theme, although I did briefly define the phrase. 

Nevertheless, making its meaning a real part of our lives 

was an implied goal throughout the sessions. I wanted to 

express that our faith obligates us to fight against 

oppression and to work for the well being of the poor. 

hoped that the participants would gain insight into how 

their own actions and attitudes contribute, often 

unintentionally, to oppression. Additionally, I wanted them 

to see that genuine response to the poor demands more than 

handouts or minor reforms. It demands a change of heart, 

which would cause us to restructure society so that all are 

included equally in the work, fruit and comradery of 

society. Our decisions should be made in consideration of  



how they will affect the poor. 

Our entire faith history affirms such consideration. 

The Lord chose a weak people as God's own, rescuing those 

oppressed people from the hands of the Egyptians and making 

them into a nation. As they dwelt in the Promised Land they 

were repeatedly reminded by the Lord's prophets to care for 

the poor, particularly the most vulnerable of them, the 

widowed and orphaned. Jesus incarnated God's utmost concern 

for the poor and outcast by his life and ministry. He gave 

himself over to poverty, living simply, without Possessions 

or a home, and he spent his days ministering to the poor, 

sick, outcast and forgotten as he preached God's Kingdom. 

The gospels are filled with stories of healing the blind, 

deaf, lame, possessed, and leprous; he accepted tax 

collectors and forgave sinners. The ministry of Jesus 

continues through the Church by the power of the Holy 

Spirit. 

Thus, liberation theology was a guide and a goal during 

the sessions; but fully engaging the participants in this 

was only a dream. I would love to have had the participants 

living in solidarity with the poor, committed to base 

communities along with those who are oppressed. How 

Pleasing to be in full communion with the poor and doing 

theology together so that we might work together for the 

good of all Bod’s people. Indeed this was a drean. I had 

three sessions with people (1) who have had little contact 

with the poor, (2) who were not expecting a commitment  
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beyond the urban plunge and associated meetings, and (3) who 

had, for the most part, not even heard of base communities 

or liberation theology. I myself had no real experience. 

In these three sessions, aided immensely by the urban 

plunge, I had to make liberation theology as real as 

permissible. 

One of the useful tools of liberation theology was its 

method. The participants were not simply being handed 

theological teachings from a book, but were actively engaged 

in a theological process, albeit a process limited by some 

members with little Christian faith. They were asked to 

think for themselves, and to decide how God was calling them 

to act in response to the oppression of the poor. 

The three phases of the sessions that I have mentioned 

correlate with the three mediations of liberation theology. 

In the first session the mediation of theology was 

socio—analytical. We reflected upon the causes of economic 

oppression, looking at some societal infrastructures that 

sustain poverty. In the second session, our mediation was 

hermeneutical. Here we tried to discern God's plan for us 

as we moved toward solidarity with the poor. Practical 

mediation deals in the realm of action. This stage of 

theology was practiced in the last session and was given 

validity by the urban plunge experience.  



EVALUATION OF SESSIONS AND CONSEQUENSES FOR PARTICIPANTS 

There was much to cover in three one and one half hour 

sessions with people who were unfamiliar with liberation 

theology. Therefore, I set my goals accordingl vy. The goal, 

as stated in the proposal and reiterated near the beginning 

of this paper, was written in relative terms: "My goal is to 

deepen, broaden and clarify the understanding of faith, 

culture and experience... in order to enable a more authentic 

Christian response to poverty and homelessness. " I used 

words like "broaden," "deepen," "clarify," and "more" to 

state my goal. These words spoke of conversion. I wanted 

the participants to be moved so that, in view of the poor, 

they would see themselves differently. Theological 

reflection and liberation theology were proposed as tools to 

use toward this end. 

As I prepared the sessions, some unwritten objectives 

surfaced in my attempt to take them into liberation theology 

as far as was possible. Most have been mentioned, but it 

will be helpful to sum them up: Poverty does not Just happen 

as a necessary matter of course in the workings of society 

and economy; nor is it the fault of the poor. Iz is 

produced and sustained through oppression. It will continue 

until we change our systems and convert our hearts. The 

Gospel demands that we respond to this situation, and this 

response requires us to inconvenience ourselves, make  



sacrifices, and become willing to share and to suffer; it 

demands a change of perspectives and values — conversion. 

These objectives encompassed most of the things that I 

wanted us to reflect upon. 

Thus, conversion was the all-encompassing goal of the 

sessions, whether written or unwritten. We have already 

discussed many examples of conversion throughout this paper. 

Most notable are their changes in attitude toward 

possessions. That their desire to purchase things was 

quelled indicated a genuine change of heart. As 1 had hoped 

for, there was not merely a better understanding but a 

change in values and perspectives. The role of objects in 

their lives had changed. 

fAinother indication of conversion worth repeating was 

their deepened level of empathy for the poor in their 

struggles and pain. The participants felt the hopelessness, 

frustration and tension in the lives of the homeless 

families, and they could identify with the mothers enough to 

realize that they would make some of the same mistakes in 

parenting — resulting in a general lack of concern for the 

children = if they had had to deal with the harshness of 

shelter life. They had an increased sense for the tenacity 

of evil's presence and the way that evil is perpetuated in 

each new generation. 

Despite the undeniable concreteness in these displays 

of conversion, the most convincing and beautiful sign of 

conversion was more subtle. It was evident in their  
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peacefulness and in their disturbance. In the last session 

they were calm and gentle —- full of peace. Yet, at the same 

time, their eyes were opened to the evils in our world and 

they were roused by it. They realized that the world is 

much more disharmonized than what they have been accustomed 

to experiencing in their own lives. They were disturbed as 

their awareness of the world and of themselves deepened. 

This changed their perspectives and priorities. The 

Joy of shopping no longer made sense; nor was it even 

appealing. Their own struggles and pains were 

contextualized, and they were deeply aware of the giftedness 

in their lives. They were reevaluating their present 

Journeys in life and the goals that brought them there. 

They all seemed toc agree when several of them talked about 

feeling out of place back at college, and they missed 

Chicago. They seemed to question the priority of education 

as one woman spoke of wanting to get to her goal of working 

with the poor and another stated that she lost faith in the 

value of education. Furthermore, in their decision to meet 

as a peace and Justice group, they made the poor a priority. 

The room was charged with conversion. 

Unquestionably, much of this conversion can be 

attributed to the urban plunge, for experience is the best 

teacher. It is difficult to determine the degree to which 

the sessions contributed to conversion. Aside from making 

‘general observations, the proposal called for two forms of 

evaluation. One was an evaluation by the participants. The  
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other was for me to assess the growth in the volunteers, 

specifically by (after the last session) having the 

participants see the questionnaires that they had filled out 

before I prepared the presentations. They were to write 

down any changes that they would make in response to the 

questions they had answered earlier. 

As it turned out, they made virtually no changes in 

their responses. It appears that on an intellectual level 

the presentations did not contribute significantly. 

Any teacher would know that this is not necessarily a sign 

of catastrophe. Three sessions do not undo a lifetime of 

experience. Furthermore, I may have worked against myself 

by the manner in which I carried out the comparrison. I 31 

had had the participants fill out fresh questionnaires, 

rather than have them look at their original answers, they 

probably would have responded with at least some subtle 

differences. 

Perhaps a better guage of the contribution of the 

sessions to conversion comes from their evaluations (see 

Appendix G). I asked the participants in the evaluation if 

the sessions changed their beliefs or ways of behaving. Out 

of six evaluations (Inconsistencies within one evaluation 

leads me to believe that it was not filled out properly; 

therefore, it will not be included. ), four people answered 

no, one was not sure, and one stated that the presentations 

enabled her to understand the causes of poverty and 

homelessness. One did not respond, Nonetheless, in all but  
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one of the evaluations, the participants, when asked if the 

sessions challenged them, responded ves. Conversion is 

preceded by challenge. When asked if the sessions helped to 

prepare them for the urban plunge, three people stated that 

the sessions helped them to understand poverty and one of 

these said that the sessions helped her think Crivically 

about the issues. (One stated that her mind was closed in 

the first two sessions and the other two stated that the 

sessions helped put them in the proper frame of mind.) It 

certainly appears that the sessions made some impact upon 

their conversion. 

Responses to the other questions tended to be very 

positive as well. When asked if the sessions were clear and 

understandable, I received a 1.5 average on a one to five 

scale, one being the best. On whether the sessions were 

interesting, I received a 1.8 average. I received good 

comments when asking if I was responsive to their concerns. 

One comment stated, "Very!" and said that I was sensitive to 

their questions. Another said that I “responded to people's 

concerns at a feeling level." The average score was 1.3. 

For some the discussion of the third session was most 

important ("very helpful" in returning to “our normal 

lives"); for others it seemed to repeat discussion that had 

already been done on the plunge. I scored 2.0. 

When asked to list the most and least helpful parts of 

the sessions, responses often cancelled each other out. The 

discussion and the use of statistics are prime examples.  



One person found the statistics "overwhelming," while 

another found them most helpful. One woman spoke very 

highly of my ability to pastorally facilitate discussion: 

"You were able to make good sense of what we experienced & 

turn it into something we needed to hear." Another found 

the recommended reading list and my personal experiences to 

be helpful. In the sections for general comments, one 

suggestion was made for a different song. Since we used it 

at the beginning of each session, distaste for this song 

could make it annoying, although it certainly was an 

appropriate song. Three people made flattering remarks by 

saying I did a "superb Job," an "excellent Sob,’ and that Y 

am a "good speaker." The overall rating of the sessions was 

1.7. 

I was quite pleased with these written evaluations, as 

well as their verbal comments. One woman told me that the 

first two sessions were "crucial" for her urban plunge 

experience, which says a great deal. 

In my personal evaluation of myself I was also pleased, 

although I could have dome some things better. Most 

notably, I could have called Judy Conoyer before the third 

session in order to find out about their discussions in 

Chicago, so as to avoid repetition and to get a preview of 

some of the major topics that might come up. Then I could 

have better oriented the discussion toward the future: "What 

is the message of your experience and what does this mean 

for you now in terms of action?" Nevertheless, I am  
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confident that the sessions did mean something positive for 

them and that they are contributing toward their 

conversions. 

 



WORKS CITED 

Blau, Josl. The Visible Poor: Homelessness in the 1.5. 
New York: Oxford University Press, 1882. 

Brown, Robert McAfee. Unexpected News: Reading the Bible 
with Third World Eves. Philadelphia: Westminster 

Press, 1984. 

Kavanaugh, John. Faces of Poverty, Faces of Christ. 
Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1881. 

McElwvaney, William K. Good News Is Bad News Is Good News. 
Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1980. 

The New American Bible. Mission Hills, California: 
Benzinger Publishing Co., 1986. 

 



APPEND ICES 

Letter to Participants 

Questionnaire 

 



APPENDIX A 

and 

APPENDIX B 

Correspondence with the Participants: 

A. A Letter of Introduction and Explanation 
B. Questionnaire of Participants Perspectives 

 



January 21,1883 

Dear Volunteer, 

Thank you so much for allowing me to work with you. As 
I am sure you know, I will direct the three sessions (two 
before the Urban Plunge and one after) in conjunction with 
earning my Masters in Pastoral Theology from St. 
Mary—of-the—-Woods. I am not, however, merely fulfilling an 
obligation. 

I have a budding commitment to the poor and oppressed. 
Last year, while living in a faith community called Francis 
House, I worked for eleven months in a homeless shelter for 
22 men, fulfilling a wide array of duties. This was the 
beginning of a transition from thinking about oppression to 
responding to oppression. Since leaving Francis House and 
the shelter in August, I have read a number of books about 
poverty and oppression, U.S. society, and the Christian 
faith as it pertains to these issues. There is alot that 
I do not know about these issues, but at the same time, I 
have learned many things and have had my faith challenged by 
new ways of looking at God, neighbor and self. In Pact, the 
challenge leaves me with questions about my life style and 
my vocation. 

While preparing you for the Urban Plunge (as much as 
that is really possible) I will be asking vou to join me in 
the struggle to see our society as it is, to look honestly 
at what the Gospel has to say about this, and to relate 
these to what we really think and feel at our deepest level. 
This will not always be easy, and it will be challenging, 
but the reward cannot be calculated if we are honest and 
courageous. 

I ask you to complete the accompanying questionnaire as 
soon as possible. Its primary purpose is to give me a sense 
of where you are at so that I may be able to meet you there. 
The grandest talk would mean nothing if it is not addressed 
to you. I am also interested to see if any of your 
responses will change after the sessions and the experience. 

Once again, thank you. 

With Sincerity and Appreciation, 

David Stier 

Ee SA AY 
$1; MARY  



URBAN PLUNGE QUESTIONNAIRE 

. Why do you think that there are poor people in the U.S. 
and in the world”? 

.JWhat do you think is the best thing you can do to help 
the poor? 

. Do you have any power as an individual to prevent 
poverty? 

.)Do you think the Gospel requires Christians to reach 
out to the poor? 

.)Do you see a spiritual dimension in your life, and if 
So, how strong do you consider vour faith to be? 

.)JDo you regularly practice vour faith by church involwve-— 
ment, and if so, what is your denomination or faith? 

.)JIs there anything about doing the Urban Plunge that 
concerns you (worries, difficulties, etc. )? 

.)JGiven my background and my focus as described in the 
accompanying letter, is there anything that you would 
like to hear from me? (I'll see what I can do.) 

.J)JDo you have any other concerns, comments or questions?  
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C. Title Page of Journal 
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Deep Within 

David Haas 

Refrain 

Deep within I will plant my law, not on stone, but in vour 
heart. Follow me, I will bring vou back, you will be my 
own, and I will be your God. 

Verses 

7. 1. will sive you A new heart, a new spirit within YOu, 
for I will be your strength. 

Seek my face, and see your Bod, for. .1I will be your hope. 

Return to me, with all your heart, and I will bring vou 
back. 

 



RECOMMENDED READING 

Baum, Gregory. Compassion and Solidarity: The Church for 
Others. (Paulist Press, 1980). -—-excellent 
introduction to the church reaching out to the poor. 
Written as a radio broadcast to Canadian Catholics, it 
is easy to follow and poignantly applicable to a wide 
audience. 

Blau, Joel. The Visible Poor: Homelessness in the U.S. 
(Oxford University Press, 1982). —-excellent book for 
persons willing to understand homelessness. It is 
possibly the best book to explain its socio-political 
content. 

Brown, Robert Mcafee. Unexpected News: Reading the 
Bible with Third World Eves. (Westminster Press, 
1884). “presents North Americans with fresh, 
challenging, counter—cultural views of familiar Bible 
stories from the perspective of the poor. It is easy 
reading with catchy wording and images. 

Economic Justice for All: Pastoral Letter on Catholic 
Social Teaching and the U.S. Economy. National 
Conference of Catholic Bishops. (United States 
Catholic Conference, Inc., 1988). —rooted in 
Scripture and Catholic social teaching, it presents 
alternatives to our present economic system. 

Homeless, Joe. My L.ife on the Street. (New Horizon 
Press, 19882). —moving autobiographical account of a 
man's struggle with homelessness. 

Kavanaugh, John. Faces of Poverty, Faces of Christ. 
(Orbis Books, 1991). —exceptionally moving, prayerful 
book in word and pictures. 

Following Christ in a Consumer Society: The 
Spirituality of Cultural Resistance. (Orbis Books, 
1881). —describes how the market economy is being 
used to transform societal values to the point that 
even people are viewed as commodities. He fleshes out 
the implications and contrasts this with the 
counter-—-cultural gospel. —excellent book, although 
some parts are cumbersome. —superb annotated 
bibliography. 

Kozol, Jonathan. Rachael and Her Children: Homeless 
Families in America. (Fawcett Columbine, 1889) 
—popular book giving touching glimpses into the 
experience of homeless mothers and their children,  



McElvaney, William K. Good News Is Bad News Is Good 
News. (Orbis Books 13880). -speaks to middle class, 
dominant society urging concern and real commitment to 
the poor by making sacrifices in their privileged 
style of living. The disturbing Gospel really is good 
news. —easy reading. 

Ropers, Richard H. Persistent Poverty: The American 
Dream Turned Nightmare. (Plenum Press, 18381). 
—g€reat introduction to the study of poverty, making an 
understanding of poverty and homelessness accessible 
to all. —very readible and well documented. 

Scripture, especially the gospel of Luke. 
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WHAT YOU CAN DO TO HELP THE HOMELESS 

Treat homeless people with understanding. -—Make eye contact 
with the homeless you meet on the street.-—-Don't be afraid 
to smile and say hello rather than walking by as if they 
weren't there.-—Acknowledge their humanity. ——Realize they 
are just like the rest of us. 

Tutor homeless kids. --Volunteer at an area shelter or school 
where a tutoring Program exists. -—Arrange for your church, 
club, business or school to contribute services or supplies 
to a tutoring program. --Work with your club, church or other 
group to set up a tutoring program in cooperation with a 
public school. 

Recycle necessities for resettled households. --Donate 
furniture, appliances, household essentials and cooking 
devices. -—Donate your time and skills to a furniture 
collection drive.—-—-Start a furniture collection program of 
Your own at your school, church, or club. 

Register the homeless to vote. The act of voting can help 
make a person feel that he or she is a member of a 
community. -—Get in touch with existing voter registration 
efforts and political candidates who are mounting 
registration drives. Ask them to arrange to register 
homeless people at shelters, soup kitchens, appropriate 
parks where the homeless congregate. —-——Call local programs 
for the homeless and ask if you could distribute voter 
registration materials and help people vote. 

Get your church or club involved.--Have your group take 
responsibility: create one unit of affordable housing; 
provide children in a program for the homeless with field 
trips, tutoring or mentoring; house one homeless family or 
individual. ——Contact a local homeless program and offer to 
do follow-up for re-housed homeless families. 

Bring Joy to Homeless Children. -—--Get your church, club or 
Just some friends together and see if you can arrange to 
take homeless children from a local family shelter on field 
trips one Saturday or Sunday a month. ——Coach homeless kids 
in baseball, soccer or volleyball.-——-Collect children's books 
from friends, co-workers, etc., donate them to family 
shelters. ——Volunteer to pay for a homeless child to 20 to 
summer camp. 

Write to your state and federal representatives. ——Keep up to 
date on the issue by following it in the local media and 
getting on the mailing lists of local and state homeless and 
housing coalitions. -——-Look for government activity on 
homelessness in your community.  



Get your school or university involved. —-Try to establish an 
internship program that gives credit for working with 
service organizations for the homeless. -—-Talk to existing 
school organizations about homelessnes; encourage them to 
get involved. --Conduct a food drive and bring donations to 
your local shelter or food pantry. 

Give special help to homeless substance abusers. ——Read up on 
the nature and symptoms of substance abuse. -—Advocate more 
local detox and drug abuse centers. -——-If You see someone on 
the street who is inebriated or otherwise out of control; 
particularily if they are in danger or are a danger to 
others, call 811. 

Lend a hand to homeless people with Aids. -—Be willing to 
commit for a certain length of time-at least 6 months. —-—-Be a 
good listener.--Be comfortable talking about feelings. ——Act 
as an advocate for housing people with Aids; support the 
creation of group homes and hospices. 

Raise funds to help the homeless. ——Encourage your company to 
start a matching gift program. -—-Find a volunteer activity 
that will help raise money: ways to make money—craft, bake 
and book sales, raffles. 

Give runaway and abandoned teens your help.--Find out if 
such space is adequate in vour community. Teenage runaways 
generally cannot stay in adult shelters, and few places have 
shelter space specifically for voungsters.-—-If such space is 
not adequate in your community, write to vour mayor and the 
media. 

If you know of youngsters who are in danger of leaving home 
or being forced out, help them by finding out where they can 
get professional assistance. --Contact your local school to 
see if it has counseling for runaways. 

Restore life's simple pleasures to the homeless. ——Volunteer 
to bring musical performances, books, or other enrichment 
programs to people living in transitional housing. ——0Organize 
a theater, writing, or painting program for homeless 
people. ——In a transitional housing program You can organize 
outdoor sports or exercise events. --Take children living in 
shelters on field trips to the circus, museums, the movies, 
the ballet, ice skating, bowling, swimming, and to special 
events like parades and fireworks. 

This information is from What You Zan Do to Help the 
‘Homeless, by The National Alliance to End Homelessness, 
Simon and Schuster, 1991.  
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EVALUATION 

tlhen using numbers for rating, #1 is the best rating and #5 
is the worst. 

id the sessions help prepare vou for your urban plunge? 
Oo, how? 

1.0°D 

If = 

2.) Were the sessions clear and understandable? 

1 2 4 5 

3.) Were the sessions interesting? 

i 2 2 4 5 

4.) Was I responsive to your concerns -— thoughts, feelings? 

Please explain. 

©.) Was the discussion in the third session helpful? 

3 2 = 4 5 

>. J) What part(s) of the session did vou find most helpful? 

What part(s) of the session did vou find least helpful? 

3.) Did the sessions challenge the WAY your think? 

.) Did the sessions cause you to change any of your beliefs 
or ways of behaving? lf 50, please explain. 

10.) What is your overall rating of the sessions? 

1 z 3 4 5 

11.) If I were to do this again, would You make any 
recommendations? 

Feel free to make any other comments:  
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