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Thank you for a good session today.  I am the guy who asked the “bridging” question near the end of the program, and the one who (by circumstance) was sitting between the two speakers who were/had been homeless.  


I’m not involved as much as I should be in this issue.  On the other hand, there are so many issues and so little time…sometimes it seems almost overwhelming.  But I do have a few thoughts that kept going through my mind as you helped enlighten us on Sunday.


1.
Several years ago I remember doing dinner duty for Families Moving Forward upstairs in Basilica School.  This particular evening there was a family, white, who as I remember included a husband, wife, and one or two female teenagers.  They had one car, and the guy was working two full-time jobs.  This particular night the women were absolutely merciless toward the husband/dad because they had lost the opportunity to get an apartment.  They didn’t have transportation to get out to the place and, of course, the poor guy was working the entire long, long day.  It was a learning for me that day.


2.
For five years or more I was the “go to” guy for a brother-in-law in North Dakota.  Mike had been on 100% Soc Sec disability since the early 1980s with what seemed to be relatively mild schizophrenia (I had to experience an episode in person with him to understand it wasn’t at all mild.  It just wasn’t sufficiently serious for him to be institutionalized).  In the town he lived he would just be seen as a very odd recluse.  He had a small house and his mother lived with him, and until she died in 1999, things seemed more or less okay.  But after she died, his “investments” went south.  He invested everything he had in our wonderful Minnesota Lottery and assorted sweepstakes schemes through the mail.  He had to drive 60 miles to Moorhead to get his lottery tickets.  He never won.  When he died in Nov 07, I rescued $38 in small change.  Perhaps this week my wife and I will go down to a casino (we very rarely go) and she’ll lose the money playing Bingo.  I detest legalized gambling….

3.
My wife and I have a particular fondness for a successful micro-finance institution in Haiti, www.fonkoze.org.  This bank makes small loans to groups of women to help them develop little businesses as street merchants.  Until last summer, when little Haiti was hit with four hurricanes in one season, Fonkoze could count on loan repayment of as high as 98% of the outstanding loans.  This has fallen off lately, because of the impossible conditions in devastated Haiti, but nonetheless, I would guess that these desperately poor women repay their loans at a higher rate than the typical American borrower.  


4
It is frustrating, but understandable, to sit in a meeting like today and in effect be bludgeoned by people who are taking out their anger at the system at the same time I’m there to try to figure out how to help.  I can imagine the kinds of things you have heard in your work.   The people in my own circles who most need to hear what I heard today, would never ever get even close to a meeting such as the one I attended this afternoon.


I applaud you for your work.  My wife, who couldn’t come to the meeting, would also applaud you.


We’ll do what we can.  


Thank you.







Sincerely,







Dick and Cathy Bernard

PS:  Here’s what I think I’m going to be sending out to my own mailing list on Monday.  My apologies if I got anything seriously in error.

Perhaps 50 of we do-gooders gathered after Church on Sunday afternoon to listen and learn about the issue of homelessness and the accompanying need for affordable housing which is likely to get worse before it gets better.

    It was a pretty powerful afternoon, but much of the power was not part of the established agenda.  

    A guy who said he'd been homeless for 35 years demanded to be heard, and his request was granted.  He was seated the next table over from me, and was a seething volcano, ready to erupt.  Someone else might have been able to decipher what he said, but I wasn't able to.  He finished saying his short piece, we gave him a polite round of applause, and he seethed out, but not before planting in front of the podium his hand-made pan-handling cardboard sign.

    And after him, a very nice looking young woman sitting next to me got the floor, and said that she was an honors college graduate and spent her first two and a half months after college graduation homeless - there were no jobs.  She got applause too.

    Both the raging guy and the college grad left, leaving the rest of us reeling a bit.

    It was a one-two punch, sort of stunning.   I doubt that many of us who came expected what we got.  The panelists and convenor handled the matter extremely well, I thought.

    Towards the end I finally got the floor and asked a single question:  "I want to ask about bridging", I said.  "There are about 50 of us here, and my guess is that we're all supportive of helping the homeless, but how do we deal with the people who aren't here, including in our own families, who say we're wasting money on these people, that they should be just allowed to die under the bridges.  That the Stimulus is a waste of taxpayers money?"

    I did get a good answer to that, but that's later.

    The politican in residence, Hennepin Co Commissioner Gail Dorfman, was very good.  She talked too fast, but if my notes are close to reality, this is what she said:  Of the homeless, 47% are under 21; 25% of the men are vets; one-third are women victims of domestic abuse; 44% have chronic health problems; 28% are homeless, but have jobs.  Later she said that while she had major issues with the Governor, that Pawlenty seemed to be on the correct page about helping alleviate the crisis.  

    Apparently, at least in the case of Hennepin County, there are already plans to allocate substantial stimulus funds to the problem, and the infrastructure is in place to handle the infusion of resources.  

    We were asked to contact our lawmakers to be sure they're aware of our concern.

    There is a website that, while it is specific to Hennepin County (Minneapolis and area), probably is fairly generic for anyone, anywhere.  Its www.headinghomehennepin.org.  

    In answer to my question, of dealing with those who say these people can just die, there were three basic responses that I picked up:

    1)    A large percentage of the homeless are young people who have done nothing to deserve their lot.  

    2)     Dealing with homelessness with endless band-aids is far more expensive than dealing with the problem, and establishing housing for those who need it.

    3)     There is the matter of self-interest: there are consequences to pretending the problem doesn't exist, not the least of which is increasing incidences of violent crime.  The guy in our midst was (I felt) a walking example.  I think he was pretty seriously mentally ill, but he didn't look like it.   He might be one of those examples of people difficult to help, but they are probably a minority.

    We are very fortunate to have churches and government officials and programs who truly care about the homeless issue, and other issues of Justice.  

    The best that we can do is to support lawmakers at all levels who have already bought in to this oft-times thankless advocacy; and to nurture support and awareness of those not yet committed.  

    The consequences for not continuing to deal with the problem are grim.        

