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| have often marveled at my own dithering in tihesence of a panhandler. Countless
Oxford-style debates about what to do have comnteimcey head. What quick judgment can |
make about this person? What will he really ddwite money? How credible is his story?
Don't | feel some compassion for someone so obWadswvn and out? What are these
emotions | feel welling up? What on earth am &aafrof, in the presence of this powerless
person? Why should | give to this one, when | Hidive to the previous one? And on and on.

The variety of themes in the UU sermons availablee is rich, but there is almost
nothing on panhandling. [ finally did find oneptigh, from one of our leading churches not too
far from here, in which the minister actually triedwork through his own dithering about it.
Alluding to studies on the subject, he offered @fifg of panhandlers: Unemployed, unmarried
males in their 30s and 40s with few family or conmityaties, low education and job skills, not
typically homeless, uninterested in regular emplegtmpanhandling to feed drug or alcohol or
tobacco addiction. He described the income of padlers as ranging from a few dollars to a
few hundred dollars a day.

Based on this profile, the minister offered hesgmnal policy on panhandling.
Occasionally, he uses his ministerial discretiorfand to buy essentials for those who beg — a
public transit ticket, basic personal necessiiless$oap or toothpaste, a meal coupon for a fast
food restaurant. But not to make a direct paymégtsh, because cash can be used to buy
drugs, alcohol, or tobacco. He acknowledges tbaalh panhandlers are addicts, but says that
since he lacks the information to tell which onesand aren’t, giving cash would run the risk of
subsidizing a destructive illness. He worries than in-kind support could be sold for cash to
buy drugs, alcohol, or tobacco.

Even though he sets out to talk about panhandleedrank sharing of this minister
provides a valuable panhandle®file too — the liberal panhandlee, in particulacould see
myself in it. | could see the emotions running josneath the surface of his posture toward the
subject.

The first is guilt, a feeling that he should béndpsomething he isndoing -- by not
giving. The second is also guilt, but this ona feeling that he is about to do something he
shouldn’t-- by giving.

The third is anger, and this one is more suMtleelieve the anger reflects what most of
us have had to do to make money, including thihgsamount to a self-betrayal or self-
violation — such as sacrificing time with our fai@d, taking care of our bodies, or going along
with what we feel is unfair or worse. The panhanglresents the possibility of someone making



money without having to play by those harsh rul@hkis reminds us of our own scars from the
wounding battles with moneymaking, and anger iswteral response.

The fourth is fear. A panhandler who wanted toneet with a constituency of biblically
literate religious people would do well to put thasnous passage from Ecclesiastes on his hand-
lettered cardboard sign: “I returned, and saw utitkesun, that the race is not to the swift, nor
the battle to the strong, neither yet bread tontise, nor yet riches to men of understanding, nor
yet favour to men of skill; but time and chance exeth to them all.” (chapter 9, verse 11) In
fact, since most of us have heard this essentitl tn one form or another, the panhandler’'s
very presence is likely to trigger at least an ursctous connection to it. If time and chance is
part of what accounts for poverty, then surely@un lives of comfort and abundance are not
entirely of our own making either. And if we haadowed our conception of self-worth to
become tangled up with material success, as otureuk constantly encouraging us to do, then
fear is the natural reaction — fear that our susceight not say very much at all about our self-
worth; fear that we and the panhandler might nadddifferent after all.

These emotions can be heard speaking in code iratlonalizations evident in this
recent sermon. The sole source for its generaizabout panhandlers is a U.S. Department of
Justice publication intended for use by local lanfoecement officials. Of the fifty-eight sources
cited in the publication, only two are sociologisaildies of panhandling. Most are law
enforcement publications like Police Chief Magazia® review articles, or daily newspaper
articles. The law enforcement perspective of thigipation is not illegitimate. But when an
intelligent, highly educated spiritual leader gaitsfacts from sources like this, | get a strong
sense that there is some emotional disturbancert w

Contrary to the sermon’s profile, there is evickethat homelessness is common among
panhandlers. This is the finding of recently psidid peer-reviewed sociological studies. The
only contrary evidence | could find was from oneh# two sociological sources cited in the
Department of Justice publication — evidence thase than twenty years old.

Most panhandlers also do not fit the profile ofigeuninterested in regular employment.
The recent studies conclude that most panhandleks i persistent effort to find work and have
strong work histories. Their employment difficelfihave a “can’t win for losing” quality.
Without a job, obviously it’s difficult to get houngy. And without housing, it’s difficult to get a
job. What do you write on the home address linthefapplication? What phone number do
you put down for a callback after an interview? éiéhdo you clean up to make yourself
presentable to an employer?

As for the sermon’s profile of panhandler incotieere is no solid basis for stories of
panhandlers making several hundred dollars a diag. current studies report amounts more like
a few dollars a day. If he looks too poor, somepte will find the panhandler repugnant,
avoiding any contact. If he looks too nice, soreegde will conclude that he either already has a
job or could easily get one. It's a pretty nardoandwidth for making money.

Finally, on the sermon’s characterization of panters as drug or alcohol addicted, the
source cited by the Department of Justice pubboasimply doesn’t say that. Significant



numbers of panhandlers do use tobacco, alcoholdamgs. So do many millions of people
among the nonpanhandling population. For most gadlllers, the number one expenditure is for
food. The recent studies conclude that previogk bstimates of amounts panhandlers spend on
alcohol and drugs — like those relied on in the &&pent of Justice publication -- were
exaggerated.

| wouldn’t cite the current panhandling studiesatablishing a rock-solid set of facts. |
do see them as revealing how willing we can beetect sources of information that will help us
gloss over factual complexity and rationalize tifeailt emotions we have about panhandling.

Unless there is somewhere else to turn, this asewinging back and forth between
conflicting sources of information or conflictingnetions. After putting up with my own
dithering and rationalizing for a long time, | didally find somewhere else to turn — to an
inward place of natural wisdom.

| think the most basic step in this turning wabegin to see panhandling as something
more than a logistical problem of how to arrangedbcial safety net. | began to get a sense of
something even more profound at stake — the pdisigbifor spiritual growth on both sides of
the encounter. This shift resulted from an indrepasense of the importance of seeing others
and being seen by them, as a basic spiritual value.

When | am able to put aside all the social coaditig that presses all of us to
characterize and judge the worthiness of otheranisee them for what they are, with nothing
added and nothing left out. | can distinguishrtheimanity from their circumstances, from all
the choices they have made. | can distinguishuthgments | have to make about actions taken
by others from the judgments I'm_neatitled to make about the humanity of others. hew!
step back from these judgments, I'm finding thahething remarkable happens. With the
humanity of the other in full view, | discover atal knowing of how to relate. | can sense the
deep self of the other, the part below all the lay# positive and negative history. This
recognition awakens me to the presence of my owp delf, unifying compassion for the other
and compassion for myself in one posture.

As an experience, rather than merely an ideanktbeeing others and being seen by
them in this way has given my encounters with padlas a quality of seeing double -- a
beggar in front of me and a beggar within me, vyforgmy attention. One is struggling to
survive and wants me to give money, or at leashtiw regard. The other has strong emotions
like guilt and anger and fear about this panhandied he also wants me to play it safe or at least
reassure him. In the middle of these competinglinesses, | feel able, at least sometimes, to
show regard for both beggars; to say, | see yol &t accept you for what you are. There’s
room here for both of you.

When | am in this open-hearted place, my hopeldssited knowledge of the facts no
longer feels like an obstacle. The part of me ihéikated on “getting it exactly right” is no
longer in charge. What other people might thinknef recedes into unimportance. | don’t vex
over whether | might tarnish my image by supportbngondoning something I'm not supposed
to.



This doesn’t mean | always give money to panhaadl# does mean | usually am
satisfied with my response to the situation, imperthough it is, without struggling to engineer
that response analytically.

Finally, in this open-hearted place | can segtirhandler striving for more than his
animal survival. The current studies of panhargdhave identified a fairly consistent code of
ethics among panhandlers — about how to treat tth@yeask for money and each other, about
sharing with those in their street life communitigso have even less. Even a panhandler
reaches out for community.

That Justice Department publication says thatrtbee we are panhandled, the less
sympathetic we are to panhandlers. This soukdghiat old saying about familiarity breeding
contempt, doesn’t it? But it's not that simpleheTlcurrent studies indicate that panhandlers
often are able to cultivate a group of regular asnwith whom they establish a routine.
Greetings are exchanged. Money changes handse iEh®ome small talk about how it's going.
Not being in the usual place at the usual time mtsrooncern about whether something bad
might have happened. A panhandler interviewechmaf the current studies said of his
regulars, “they’re all | have. They really donitdw that. They are my friends, my family,
because | really don’t have a family. They doedlize how much they mean to me. It's more
than just the change.”

Other panhandlers in these studies express timis sapulse toward connection.
“Sometimes people just walk past you like you'réody, like you're a piece of garbage,” said
one. “I prefer people swearing at me to being igdg said another. “At least it's a response.”

Far from breeding contempt, the familiarity betw@anhandlers and their regulars
seems to breed connection. Being asked for maftgyimes a day by fifty different people
would tax anyone’s sympathy. Being asked for mdnethe same person, with whom one has
spent small chunks of time over tiragparently can be a very different matter.

Asking for money must be like undergoing a kingablic defrocking. There you are,
naked to the world. What everyone fears at lassttg little has happened to you: you have
“gone to the dogs.” It must take courage to readh Witnessing the panhandler’s striving
reminds me of how my own spiritual growth depend$iaving a community deeper than the
mere flocking together of birds of a feather.ntensifies my desire for that deeper community
and my conviction that it can be had.

That minister who shared his struggle with pantiagended his sermon by declaring
that “if our goal is to truly help others . . . waist have the courage, the strength to set limits.”
That sounds right: a community where anything gee's much of a community. For me,
though, a community in which asking for money frstrangers casts one beyond the circle of
blessing isn’'t much of a community either. | dosge how my own heart could continue to get
bigger if the heart of my community were that small

| still don’t have a personal policy on panhanglibut these days | usually give a
panhandler something when he asks. If | don’t lemsmall bill or if I'm in a terrible hurry |



might say, “I don’t have any money for you todayt bhope you have a good day.” | make eye
contact. | haven’t yet mastered The Hug, but I'orking on it. And | don’t worry too much
about whether this fellow is one of those storid@Ga day panhandlers who’s supposedly
shoving fifty grand a year up his nose. None & thakes me feel superior to others who deal
with panhandling differently; but it does make meelfmore like who | really am, and less like |
have to worry about letting my guard down.

| can’t tell you what to do about your encounteith panhandlers, such as you may
occasionally find. And I don't really have any p$ato lead a movement to import panhandlers
into Williamsburg, much as the idea tantalizes rheantell you that getting to where you can
open your heart to the one who is scorned, thenteetriggers all those telltale emotions in you,
might be the best investment you ever made -- ursgtdf.

Amen.



