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Introduc
tion

I am still haunted by the image: his gnarled face burned by the wind

and sun; open sores festering on his cheeks; his sad sunken eyes

imploring me at my car window. His dirt-crusted hand projected a

McDonald’s coffee cup under my nose while he balanced himself on

one leg and a rag-wrapped crutch.

I’m not sure why it got to me this time, but something in me broke,

and I began to weep. Instead of avoiding his eyes like I usually did,

I gazed into them and

seemed to soak his pain

deep into my soul.

What if God had

entrusted me with that

body? What if I were

forced to live day by day

The love of our neighbor is the only
door out of the dungeon of self, where
we mope and mow, striking sparks
and rubbing phosphorescences

out of the walls, and blowing our own
breath in our own nostrils, instead
of issuing to the fair sunlight of God,
the sweet winds of the universe.

—George MacDonald
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on the whims of charity, bills thrust at me so that I would go away to

some burned-out basement or rat-riddled tunnel.

What difference would my little contribution make in this man’s

life? Did it really matter how I responded? Does anything I do really

matter in the face of life-crippling poverty in our inner cities and in

developing countries throughout the world?

The man at my car window forced me to face many perplexing

issues that make me uncomfortable. I have struggled with my responsi-

bility to men and women like him for years. It started shortly after I

moved to the city and began to be confronted on a regular basis by pan-

handlers at the door of my local grocery store.

In a country dominated by affluence, where we have been assured in

our Declaration of Independence that we are “endowed by [our] Creator

with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and

the pursuit of Happiness,” why are there thousands of people who are in

obvious distress forced to stand on street corners, begging for their very

existence?

What is broken in our system of justice that would force a coterie of

broken-down, worn-out, and wounded people to suffer at the side of the

road, unable to find sustainable income to survive without reaching out

for charity from detached, dispassionate passersby?What, if anything,

can I do that will make a difference?

Since this man had somehow touched a well of compassion deep

within me, I reached in my wallet and pulled out the only bill I found

there, a twenty. The man’s eyes lit up when he saw the bill, but I was

still troubled. Twenty dollars was nothing in the face of this man’s

need. Where was his family?What was his story?Was anyone willing

to walk alongside this man to make sure he had proper care? Was

anyone available to him to listen to his story and to show him the love

of God?
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Many of us struggle with our responsibility to the poor. Is it okay for

me to have what I have and live where I live? Is giving money an appro-

priate response, and if so, how much and to whom?Must I, like the rich

young ruler of Scripture, give all I own to the poor in order to follow

Jesus? Should I be selling everything and moving into an inner-city

ghetto or to India or Africa? Is God pleased with how I am living?

What, if anything, that I do will make a difference?

This book is an attempt to grapple with those questions. It is a

journey into the pain of the man at my car window. It is my attempt to

add to the discussion that is rising in the church about the suffering of

the three billion people in the world living in abject poverty and how

their struggles shape the way we live.

I want you to know from the outset that I am writing this book with

my hand over my mouth. What do I mean by that?

There is an unnerving story in the Old Testament about a man named

Job who faced an onslaught of trouble. His friends tried to grapple with

his suffering, but when they opened their mouths, they revealed their

ignorance. Job tried in vain to reply to their insults until finally God

intervened and let out a two-chapter rant.

“Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundation?” God ques-

tioned. “Tell me if you understand. . . . Have you ever given orders to

the morning, or shown the dawn its place? . . . Do you know when the

mountain goats give birth? . . . Do you give the horse his strength?” (Job

38:4, 12; 39:1, 19).

Finally, Job said, “I am unworthy—how can I reply to you? I put my

hand over my mouth” (Job 40:4). He relented.Whereupon God went on

with the rant for two more chapters.

So, I, too, put my hand over my mouth and venture to write about a

subject that is complicated, uncomfortable, perplexing, and perhaps

even threatening. I pray that, at the least, it will generate conversations
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that will move you toward compassion and justice for the poor and a

deeper understanding of God’s love for all people and for you.

With my hand over mymouth, I write this book to pour my stories into

the ever-widening stream of consciousness about God’s transforming,

redemptive love and hope for the world. I also want to implore my

brothers and sisters in Christ to take a fresh look at our individual and

corporate responses to the cry of the poor among us.

As I have walked for the past eighteen years alongside thousands of

men and women who have become homeless in the city of Chicago, and

as I have visited impoverished communities throughout the world, I have

discovered good news.We actually can, in very practical ways, find sus-

tainable, manageable ways to make a difference in the lives of the poor.

I have also discovered a hiddenmystery:When we engage in the lives

of the poor, our lives are changed as well.We are transformed in ways we

never would have dreamed possible. Indeed, through my eighteen-year

ministry with Breakthrough UrbanMinistries in Chicago, I have experi-

enced radical personal transformation. This book is about that journey.

I am writing from a deep-seated passion for the Christian church.A

growing group of Christians are awakening toward the values of justice,

compassion, reconciliation, and community renewal. Some of these

awakenings have been spiritual in nature, as people have come to rec-

ognize God’s heart throughout Scripture for the centrality of these

values. Some of these awakenings have been social in nature, inspired

and provoked by the significant changes in society, including global-

ization and the election of anAfrican-American president who cut his

teeth as a community organizer in inner-city Chicago.

This book will build on the awakening that is happening in circles

around our country. Through stories, real-life examples, theological and

philosophical models, and practical instruction, my prayer is that youwill

experience breakthroughs that will move you along a continuum toward a
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lifestyle characterized by compassion and justice for the poor.My desire is

that we will join together to make life-transforming decisions that will

change the world and bring us closer to the heart of God for the poor and

that wewill knowwhat it means to bemoved by the love of Christ in rela-

tionship to them.

By picking up this book, you are making the brave choice to move

forward in a journey toward engaging more meaningfully with the poor.

This book will serve as a tool that will spur you on in your journey

toward making more choices that will touch your heart with the com-

passion of Christ.

Perhaps you are well on your way toward understanding what it

means to follow Jesus to the poor. It is my prayer that this book will

open the door of your thinking to new perspectives that will cauterize

your resolve and reaffirm your commitment to the poor.

We are not in this journey alone. We join a great throng of heroes

who can show us the way. From the prophets of the Old Testament of

Scripture, to St. Francis of Assisi, WilliamWilberforce, JohnWesley,

Dorothy Day, Mother Teresa, and modern-day practitioners and

prophets such as John Perkins, Shane Claiborne, Wayne Gordon, and

Bob Lupton, we have guides who can help us in our journey to the poor.

I have also had the privilege to walk alongside some of the most

compassionate and resolute servants of Christ that I could ever hope to

meet: the board, staff, and volunteers of Breakthrough UrbanMinistries

in Chicago, a ministry that has touched the lives of tens of thousands of

Chicago’s underprivileged, offering housing, food, shelter, education,

health care, and counseling along with boatloads of personal love and

affirmation. They have shown me the way of love and have been at the

forefront of my personal transformation.

The Christian church is the largest grassroots movement on earth.

How we respond to people like the man at my car window is central to
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the life and teachings of Jesus and what it means for us to follow Christ.

Together we can make a profound impact on poverty. Indeed,

I believe we are called by God to do so.
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