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Welcome Homeless Reading Guide          Matthew 25

What Causes Homelessness?
Many of us wonder what causes homelessness.  There are many answers to that question in this book, 
especially in the stories of homeless people that Graham highlights in each chapter.  Use this page to 
make notes to answer this question as you read.
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Chapter 1: “The Thread, the Head and the Heart of Alan Graham”
1. This chapter introduces Alan Graham’s life story and describes how he came to start the Mobile 
Loaves & Fishes ministry.  What are the factors and situations in his life that led him to that ministry?  
Can you relate to any of those?
              
              
              
                        

2. Early in the chapter, Graham writes that one challenge in dealing with homelessness is 
understanding.  “We have to recognize our own human weaknesses - our own fallibility,” (5) that any of 
us could be one crisis away from a path that could lead to homelessness.  Do you agree with that view?  
How does it make you feel?
              
              
              
                        

3. A theme is introduced in this chapter that will recur many times in this book - transactional 
relationships and relational relationships.  Define the difference.  In what ministry/mission/service 
settings have you seen or experienced a transactional model rather than relational?  How do 
transactional connections hinder relationships? 
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Chapter 2: “Houston Flake’s 400 Popsicles” 
1. This chapter’s story: Houston Flake - what factors led to his homelessness? Write your answers on 
page 1.

2. Do you allow a “Jesus Positional System” in your life? (25) Is compassion and caring for neighbors 
part of your schedule?  If you feel like you operate from a “Jesus Positional System,” what effect has that 
had on your life? 
              
              
              
                         
  
3. “The element of choice plays an important role.  Having the choice between a meat and cheese or a 
PB&J, Fritos or Cheetos….are the little bitty choices that people who live a life in extreme poverty don’t 
often get to make,” (25-26).  What do you think of this assertion of the importance of choice?  Do the 
poor people you have encountered get to make their own choices?   Share a story of a time when the 
element of choice mattered in your life.
              
              
              
                        

4. Graham points out that soup kitchens flowed out of the scarcity of the Great Depression (26), but we 
are no longer living in a time or place of scarcity.  If abundance describes our God, our lives, and our 
community, what could that mean for First Pres’ ministry?
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Chapter 3: “Dumpster Diving with J. P. Burris”
1. This chapter’s story: J. P. Burris - what factors led to his homelessness? Write your answers on page 1.

2. What is your reaction to the idea of the “Street Retreat” (39)?  How might an activity like this be an 
expression of Matthew 25?  
              
              
              
                        

3. Graham writes that, “Fear is what keeps us from loving God with all our heart and all our soul and 
loving our neighbors as ourselves.”  (39)  Can you think of a time in your life when this was true for 
you?  Can you think of a time in your life when you pushed through that fear?
              
              
              
                         

4. Alan gained a deeper understanding of the theological story of “all things new” through his Street 
Retreat experience with J.P., a greater understanding that the, “gospel is the ultimate story that shows 
strength coming out of weakness, life coming out of death, and rescue coming from abandonment,” 
(47).  Have you ever witnessed or experienced God working to make “all things new” in your life?
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Chapter 4: “Danny Henderson’s Street Name Is Preacher”
1. This chapter’s story: Danny Henderson - what factors led to his homelessness? Write your answers on 
page 1.

2. What did you make of Graham’s suggestion that connection and community can be antidotes to 
loneliness and addiction? (53-56)  Have you ever witnessed or experienced this?
              
              
              
                        

3. Consider Graham’s definitions of the words blessed, lucky, and burden.  (59-61)  Do you relate to any 
of his descriptions?  How?
              
              
              
                          

4. Graham has some strong words regarding the ways many of us spend and give our money.    Did you 
feel convicted?  Defensive?  How would you respond to him?
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Chapter 5: “Peggy and David: The Baby Boomers” 
1. This chapter’s story: Peggy - what factors led to her homelessness? Write your answers on page 1.  

2. The story of David Shiflet (“Mr. Architecture Man”) raises the question of individual responsibility 
(73 - 74).  When he asked Graham what Mobile Loaves & Fishes could do to help, Graham turned the 
question around and asked what David could do to help.  Have you ever had a convicting moment like 
this?  What gets in the way of being the one to take care of it?
              
              
              
                        

3. Beginning on page 76, Graham connects two Biblical stories to homeless ministry - the Maundy 
Thursday story of Jesus washing his disciples feet and the post-resurrection story of Jesus inviting 
Thomas to touch his wounds.  How do these theological connections empower you to participate in 
homeless ministry?
              
              
              
                          

4. At the end of Peggy’s story Graham writes, “The real treasure is the relationships you are building.  
David and Kay jumped into the abyss and started loving on other human beings.  I think what we 
have to do is stop abdicating that responsibility to someone else and be willing to jump in, because 
the treasure trove of just jumping in is so enormous.” (82)  What might we risk by jumping into 
relationship in that way?  What might you hope to gain?
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Chapter 6: “Gordy the Gentle Giant” 
1. This chapter’s story: Gordy the Gentle Giant - what factors led to his homelessness?  Write your 
answers on page 1.

2. Graham explores the theme of judgment in this chapter.  Where do you see judgment at play in the 
story of Gordy’s family, both among the people in the story and your own as you read?  Is it possible to 
be truly “non-judgemental?” When might it be useful to give people the benefit of the doubt, and when 
is judgement an important tool for us in ministry?
              
              
              
                        

3. “How can anyone justify being more human than someone else?  Guess what?  They can’t.  It comes 
down to the need for a universal respect for human life,” (97).  What is your response to this quote?  If 
you understand judgment as an impediment to loving others, what can you do to counteract it?
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Chapter 7: “Laura Tanier was an Engineer” 
1. This chapter’s story: Laura Tanier the engineer - what factors led to her homelessness? Write your 
answers on page 1.

2. Graham introduces the concept of “unity beyond diversity” - the idea that those of us seeking to help 
the homeless must strive to have deeper conversations, to get past “Wow, look how we’re different” to 
“Wow, look how much we’re the same.” (105).  Why is this so challenging?
              
              
              
                        

3. Graham spends several pages exploring how God and Jesus experience loneliness (106-110).  What is 
your response to these thoughts?  
              
              
              
                          

4. At the end of this chapter, Graham revisits a theme from earlier in the book, that the way to serve 
people is not to give them things but to engage in relationship.  “But rather, it starts with you and I 
participating - not with our checkbooks, but with our lives.  Allowing our threads to be so intertwined 
that their suffering is our suffering.” (115)  At this point in the book, what is your reaction to that 
invitation?
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Chapter 8: “The Love Story of Bruk and Robin” 
1. This chapter’s story: Brük and Robin - what factors led to their homelessness? Write your answers on 
page 1.

2. “The single greatest cause of homelessness is a catastrophic loss of family.” (129)  Look back at Page 1 
where you have been assembling a list of factors that lead to homelessness.  How does family, or lack of 
family, connect to these factors? 
              
              
              
                        

3. Graham asserts that one part of the solution comes from broadening our definition of family.  It’s 
more than DNA or legality - he challenges us to be family to one another, to be part of someone else’s 
messiness.  Have you experienced this?  What is your reaction to this assertion?
              
              
              
                          

4. When Graham describes his family’s commitment to Brük and Robin’s family he writes that, “...
our goal is not to fix them.  Our goal is to make sure that the family avoids any more catastrophic 
loss of family” (132).  Based on experiences you have had with homeless ministries, how do different 
organizations that seek to help the homeless honor that perspective (or not)?
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Chapter 9: “Will Langley the Carpenter”  
1. This chapter’s story: Will Langley - what factors led to his homelessness? Write your answers on page 1.

2. Graham challenges us to expand our understanding of the concept of home.  He lists eight essential 
characteristics of what it means to be home on page 143.  Have you ever had a time when you didn’t 
have one of these in your life?  Which of these parts of the definition of home is new to you (or you 
hadn’t thought about it before)?
              
              
              
                        

3. On page 144, Graham discusses the differences between responding to human issues at the lowest 
and highest social levels.  “Now, what’s happened at the village and community level is that we have 
abdicated these human responsibilities to city hall, the state government, and Washington, DC.  And 
these entities, as important as they are in our society, are the least capable of dealing with profound 
human relationships.” (144)  Do you agree with Graham’s assertion?  If so, how does that inform our 
response to homelessness in West Chester?  If not, how does that inform our response to homelessness 
in West Chester?
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Chapter 10: “Taz Williams Ripped His Blue Jeans” 
1. This chapter’s story: Taz Williams - what factors led to his homelessness?  Write your answers on 
page 1.

2. When Graham first started talking with a neighborhood in Austin about building the Community 
First! Village, he was met with a vehement negative response.  “They answered with a typical ‘not in 
my backyard’ response.  Now, the kingdom response would have been not only ‘Yes!  Absolutely in my 
backyard’ - which metaphorically means the surrounding areas - ‘but inside my fence and as close to 
me as possible.’”  (159)  If those responses sat on a scale, with ‘Absolutely no’ and ‘Absolutely yes’ on 
opposing ends, where would you land in answering this question today?
              
              
              
                        

3. Have you ever been a part of this kind of discussion in places you have lived, or witnessed it without 
being involved?  What was being considered and what was the outcome?
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Chapter 11: “Ellis Johnson’s Journey Home” 
1. This chapter’s story: Ellis Johnson - what factors led to his homelessness? Write your answers on page 1.

2. Consider Graham’s explanation of the parable of the prodigal son (179-184).  Based on his interpre-
tation, when have you been Brother A?  Brother B?  Option C?  
              
              
              
                        

3. “What does community mean?  Common unity.  Realizing that we all are the same, no one is better 
than anyone else, and existing in that unified commonality.  It’s realizing that every single one of us 
can and should be able to identify with the feeling of homelessness - because we all have been home-
less (and if you think otherwise, you are delusional, my friend).” (178)  Do you identify with Graham’s 
description of being spiritually homeless?  If so, how?  How have you fought against it?
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Chapter 12: “End with the Beginning in Mind” 
1. Think back on some of the hesitations you have held or still hold about the idea of entering into deep 
relationship with people who are homeless.  Then consider Graham’s invitation: “Start treating people 
with dignity and respect.  Start doing that, and the world cannot-will not-stay the same, because people 
respond to being loved,” (196).  Does the idea that people respond to being loved ease your hesitations 
at all?  What might that loving response look like for you?  For First Pres?
              
              
                         

2. “Everything about how we interact with this world is about homemaking, and the entire point of 
Christianity is about homecoming,” (202).  Take a moment to think through this statement and Gra-
ham’s thoughts in the previous pages about God’s acts of reconstruction and restoration and recreation.  
Does it ring true to you?  
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