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ABSTRACT 

 

JOSHUA DAVID HEARNE 

HOUSING AS IF PEOPLE MATTER: ANALYZING THE IMPACT OF 

INTERPERSONAL INTERACTION AND INCREASED FAMILIARITY ON 

HOUSING-RELATED DECISION-MAKING IN THE OLD WEST END 

NEIGHBORHOOD OF DANVILLE, VIRGINIA 

Under the direction of Rev. Melissa Browning, Ph.D., Supervisor 

 

 This project explores the degree that a deeper level of familiarity between diverse 

persons has an impact on the way they think about housing-related priorities and factors. 

More specifically, this project analyzes how both insiders and outsiders to a particular 

neighborhood (the Old West End in Danville, Virginia) think about housing in the 

context of a particular neighborhood both before and after getting to know each other 

over the course of a series of meals. 

 In establishing its context and ideological foundation, this project considers the 

history of housing policy in the United States in light of the work of E.F. Schumacher and 

John M. Perkins. By applying both Schumacher’s person-focused economic principles 

and Perkins’ philosophy of community development as a lens through which to consider 

housing-related decision-making, the project explores a philosophy of housing-related 

decision-making that is both person-focused and rooted in Jewish and Christian scripture 

and theology. 
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This project uses two instruments to gather data both before and after a set of 

meals that included both free and guided conversation. The first instrument asks 

participants to rank a set of fourteen housing-related decision-making factors from most 

important to least important. The second instrument is an interview including questions 

designed to gather each participant’s latent and manifest values related to housing as well 

as what they perceive to be the assets and challenges of the neighborhood. Administering 

the same instruments both before and after the meals and conversations produced data 

about how priorities, values, perceived assets, and perceived challenges converged and 

diverged among participants from before to after the meals. 

The data demonstrates that interpersonal contact and increased familiarity have 

the effect of producing some convergence of opinion on matters discussed at some length 

during the meals as well as producing an overall increase in participant confidence as to 

the relative importance of some housing-related decision-making factors. Further study of 

the data as it relates to other demographic differences would likely be beneficial. 

Additionally, it would be valuable to consider how the data changes over a longer period 

of time and with greater degrees of interpersonal contact and increased familiarity.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

 The look on Clarence’s face would have told us the whole story if we’d have been 

able to see it. He carried uncertainty around his eyes and his shoulder spoke of a wordless 

exhaustion. Clarence’s slowed gait was a stage for his resignation and his searching 

glances still held onto some hope that maybe somebody else could see something he 

couldn’t. He showed up at one of our hospitality houses the day after a neighborhood 

event that had been exciting for some neighborhood residents, but strange for many 

others. He showed up because the event had left him with one consuming, nagging 

question that he thought we might be able to advise him on. “Should I go ahead and sell 

my place?” Clarence asked with anxiety creeping its way into his voice, causing it to rise 

in pitch beyond what we were accustomed to hearing from him. His worry was 

transforming him. To our confused head turns, he added, “you know, should I sell it 

before they come and take it?” 

 After a cup or two of coffee and some snacks on the porch, we discovered that 

“they,” in this case, was a group of higher-income, predominantly white, professionals 

and retired people who had recently begun to hold “community meetings” about how to 

“develop” the neighborhood they now called home. The event that caused such concern 

for Clarence was a “National Night Out” event hosted by these new neighbors at a 

prominent location in the neighborhood. As we soon learned, many of our neighbors 

hadn’t felt that it was an event at which they would be welcomed. There was a growing 
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sense among friends in the neighborhood that these new neighbors had different goals for 

the neighborhood and that their victory—sometimes likened to “conquest”—was certain. 

At the very base of Clarence’s anxiety was a single uncertainty: was the neighborhood 

going to change because people with more power and money wanted something different 

for the neighborhood than he did? Experience had taught him the answer was yes. Hope 

held out for no. There we were in the middle with no good answers and a growing 

awareness of the problem. 

Description of the Ministerial Context 

  I live and serve in the ministerial context of an intentional, Christian community 

called Grace and Main Fellowship in Danville, Virginia. The people who make up the 

leadership of Grace and Main commit themselves to a shared way of life, shared prayer, 

and community practices such as hospitality; simplicity and shared resources; grassroots 

community and leadership development; nonviolent activism (especially around housing 

justice and tenants’ rights); and solidarity with/among people experiencing homelessness, 

poverty, hunger, addiction, and other injustices. Our leadership is racially and socio-

economically diverse and the community practices unity-based decision-making. At the 

heart of our work is a commitment to building community in ways that preserve dignity 

and agency. The neighborhoods where we live and practice our faith are neighborhoods 

that have been identified by nonprofits, foundations, and governmental agencies as 

having special need regarding material poverty and housing insecurity. 

Statement of the Problem 

Given the identified need in our neighborhoods, agencies have collected an 

abundance of data regarding the socio-economic status of our neighbors, friends, loved 
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ones, and leaders. The stories of our neighborhoods have been told in a number of ways. 

Some of these stories are compelling, while others are not. Yet, there is an essential piece 

of the story that is missing: the story as told by the people who live there. By ignoring the 

lived experience and expertise of those directly affected by problems in the 

neighborhood, the larger story being told about the neighborhood is incomplete and 

dangerously misleading. 

Our neighborhoods contain a wide variety of assets. There are many long-term 

residents with family and social ties that transcend geographical boundaries. There are 

shared, public spaces in common areas. There is a diversity of age groups represented 

generally and in social groupings. There is a religious diversity of places of worship and a 

diversity of expression of particularly Christian places of worship. Our neighborhoods are 

close to the public library, the hospital, some schools, and areas of economic growth. 

However, while our neighborhoods are asset rich, they also exhibit a surprising 

lack of quality, affordable housing. The data bears this out: homeowner occupancy rates 

are low, rental rates are high, and derelict properties are abundant. The data itself, 

however, cannot tell the whole story of the housing crisis in our neighborhoods and, more 

broadly, among people in other rural, semi-rural, and resource poor contexts. The crisis in 

our neighborhoods is two-fold: 1) a lack of quality, affordable housing, and 2) the face 

that people in our neighborhoods are not meaningfully included in the conversations 

about problems and solutions.  

Research Question 

 There is a gap in our community between those that live in the neighborhood and 

those that make decisions about the neighborhood, particularly when it comes to housing. 
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This situation is not unique to our context, by any means. Nonprofits, faith groups, and 

governmental agencies in myriad places struggle with executing programs and 

interventions that address particular challenges in neighborhoods but also demonstrate 

significant and meaningful levels of community engagement. If we grant that this is not 

always intentional or malicious neglect by those with power of those who are dissimilar 

to them in terms of housing needs, then we must consider that the problem may well be a 

combined lack of shared space, familiarity, and interpersonal contact. How might the 

priorities and values related to housing decision-making change in both neighborhood 

residents and outside decision-makers after a period of organized, interpersonal contact 

resulting in increased familiarity? What would change in how these two groups perceive 

the various assets and challenges of a particular neighborhood after that same period of 

contact? Could the problem be that those experiencing the neighborhood’s housing 

problems simply are not in relationship with those who make decisions about the 

neighborhood? 

Procedure 

 To answer these questions, I collected qualitative data that measured the impact of 

interpersonal interaction and increased familiarity in two areas: 1) how people prioritize 

particular factors related to decision-making around housing for residents of the Old West 

End neighborhood of Danville, Virginia, as well as the values that inform those priorities; 

and 2) what people identify as the particular assets and challenges of the Old West End in 

regards to housing. Responses concerning these two areas were gathered using two 

instruments in private interviews before and after a set of meals and facilitated 

conversations.  
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 The first instrument asked each participant to sort fourteen factors1 from “most 

important” to “least important” for a resident of the Old West End to consider when 

choosing where to live. The list of factors was drawn from my years of experience living 

and working in the neighborhood with people experiencing housing insecurity, 

homelessness, and poverty as well as the literature reviewed for the project and the work 

of John McKnight2 and other Asset Based Community Development practitioners. The 

factors were written on laminated cards in an easy to read font and laid out alphabetically. 

Participants then ranked them in order of importance by moving the cards around on the 

table. When they indicated that they were satisfied with their ranking, I recorded their 

rankings. 

 The second instrument was a short interview3 directly following the 

administration of the first instrument. These interviews were transcribed by a 

professional. Research participants were given the option to be referred to by their first 

name or a pseudonym in the project. 

 The meals and facilitated conversations that transpired between the first and 

second administration of the instruments were held on three separate nights in the same 

space with a menu chosen by the assembled group. Each meal lasted at least 60 minutes, 

but none more than 120 minutes. Free conversation was encouraged, but some questions 

were asked to guide and spur conversation at various times throughout the meals. I 

 
1 See Appendix A for the list of factors. 

 
2 John McKnight, “Neighborhood Necessities: Seven Functions That Only Effectively 

Organized Neighborhoods Can Provide,” National Civic Review 102, no. 3 (September 1, 

2013): 22-24. 

 
3 See Appendix B for the interview questions. 
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facilitated the meal, while also taking observational notes about the nature of 

conversations, interactions, and particular language used. 

Research participants included five residents of the Old West End and five people 

who work in leadership positions at local nonprofits, in the city government, or at faith-

based organizations. Participants were selected accordingly by the researcher and were 

balanced so that there was an equal number of participants from both sub-groups as well 

as diversity in terms of sex, race, and socio-economic status. Potential participants were 

introduced to the substance of the project either face to face, by phone, or by email. 

The meals and discussions provided opportunities to decrease some social 

disconnect that may have existed between participants, while also testing the 

effectiveness of the process for reaching that particular goal. Further, this process put Old 

West End residents and city, nonprofit, and faith leaders on equal social footing for the 

sake of the discussions and meals, while also placing a high value on the lived experience 

of neighborhood residents. To guide the research process, I made use of Seidman’s 

Interviewing as Qualitative Research4 and Moschella’s Ethnography as a Pastoral 

Practice.5 

 After collecting data, I gave particular attention in my evaluation as to how 

priorities shifted between meals, as determined through the first research instrument. I 

compared these shifts to the research notes I took during the meals to analyze how 

 
4 Irving Seidman, Interviewing as Qualitative Research: A Guide for Researchers in 

Education and the Social Sciences, Fourth Edition, 4 edition (New York: Teachers 

College Press, 2012). 

 
5 Mary Clark Moschella, Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice: An Introduction 

(Cleveland, Ohio: Pilgrim Press, 2008). 
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discussion during the meals effected a shift in priorities. I also evaluated the data with an 

ethnographic approach that identified the themes of research interviews through a line by 

line coding both before and after the shared meals and discussions. I coded the interviews 

for value statements, perceived neighborhood assets, and perceived neighborhood 

challenges, as well as emergent themes and sentiments.  

 This research demonstrated how interpersonal contact and increased familiarity 

were sufficient for increasing the awareness of participants to particular features of the 

neighborhood, shifting their individual and group approaches to housing-related decision-

making. Furthermore, interpersonal contact and increased familiarity were sufficient for 

changing the language used by both sub-groups of participants in a way that demonstrates 

increased awareness of alternative viewpoints by participants. Additionally, interpersonal 

contact and increased familiarity were sufficient for introducing new operating questions 

among participants, thus demonstrating a more nuanced and sophisticated consideration 

of the neighborhood. Essentially, both the manifest and latent values that inform a 

person’s housing-related decision-making can be shifted by even short-term interpersonal 

contact and moderately increased levels of familiarity between diverse participants. 

Finally, the research strongly supported not only the importance of person-focused 

housing priorities for individuals within economically disadvantaged neighborhoods, but 

also the pragmatic feasibility of such approaches after periods of interpersonal contact 

and increased familiarity. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

The project was delimited in its scope in that it is confined to a particular 

neighborhood. While it would have been interesting to consider a wide variety of 
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neighborhoods in the research, it would have expanded the scope of this project beyond 

what is manageable and immediately most relevant to this work. Furthermore, the project 

was delimited in that it only admitted a limited number of participants from the Old West 

End and local organizations that were representative, but not exhaustive, of the Old West 

End or local organizations.  

There are also a number of limitations that applied to this project. For example, 

the project was limited in that it did not address affordable housing in a wider context, 

such as the national, state, regional, or even citywide contexts. Furthermore, the 

voluntary nature of the study was a kind of limitation; I did not make any especial efforts 

to control for self-selection bias, because any coherent efforts to do so would have been 

an unhelpful delimitation that would have inhibited the project’s capacity to achieve its 

goals. A third limitation was the project’s inability to incorporate only people who were 

uninformed of our history of work in the neighborhood. Grace and Main has been active 

in work around housing justice for several years and is an active presence in the 

neighborhood.  

Definition of Terms 

Wider Community: This term is used in a very specific sense, because the word 

“community” will refer to the intentional, Christian community of Grace and Main 

Fellowship. Thus, “wider community” refers to other residents of the city of Danville, 

Virginia, who do not identify as members of Grace and Main Fellowship. 

Neighbor: Though this term is widely used in a general sense and is a weighted 

term in scripture, this project will use it specifically to mean somebody who lives in the 

Old West End neighborhood.  
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Gentrification: The process by which neighborhoods, specifically, and cities, 

more generally, are changed through shifting priorities and outside decision-making. 

Specifically, the residents of a neighborhood are pushed out through economic and social 

pressures in favor of people with more capital and capacity.6 

Hospitality: For the purposes of this project, hospitality is both an individual and 

communal practice, whereby people open their homes and lives to make room for other 

people, often those who might be described as “strangers” or “in need.” Speaking of the 

history of practice within Christianity, Christine Pohl offers, “Welcoming strangers into a 

home and offering them food, shelter, and protection were the key components in the 

practice of hospitality.”7 As Pohl includes providing food in her definition based on the 

historic, Christian practice, so does this project. 

Mutuality: In this project mutuality refers to the condition of shared risk, shared 

benefit, and some kind of life in common. By no means is mutuality unique to intentional 

community and is, in fact, the hopeful outcome of interpersonal interaction between 

different kinds of people. As Isasi-Diaz notes, mutuality is “not simply a matter of 

reciprocal understanding and support…[but] urges [both the oppressed and their 

oppressors] to envision and work toward alternative nonoppressive systems.”8 Mutuality, 

then, is a function of genuine solidarity in the sense of an intentionally shared life. 

 
6 Peter Moskowitz, How to Kill a City: Gentrification, Inequality, and the Fight for 

the Neighborhood (New York, NY: Nation Books, 2017)., 22. 

 
7 Christine D. Pohl, Making Room: Recovering Hospitality as a Christian Tradition 

(Grand Rapids, Mich: Eerdmans, 1999)., 4. 

 
8 Ada María Isasi-Díaz, Mujerista Theology: A Theology for the Twenty-First Century 

(Maryknoll, N.Y: Orbis Books, 1996)., 98. 
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Person-focused Housing: Borrowing from the work of E.F. Schumacher, this 

project stipulates the possibility and primacy of housing that is most immediately and 

primarily focused on its benefit to people and only secondarily interested in its capacity 

to produce capital or income. Person-focused housing, therefore, represents 

Schumacher’s proposed “conscious and determined shift of emphasis from goods to 

people” in regards to housing priorities.9 

Assumptions 

 Perhaps the most central assumption made in this project was that person-focused 

housing is a reasonable expectation for all people. This assumption includes the sub-

assumption that person-focused housing is possible, in some way, in the first place. 

Another critical assumption for this specific project was that person-focused housing is a 

relevant consideration for Christians in light of the teachings of scripture, tradition, and 

the inspiration of the Spirit. An important assumption as regards the methodology of this 

project was that people have a right to be involved in decisions that directly affect them. 

A final, but salient, assumption of this project was that the preservation of dignity and 

agency in the pursuit of justice is so essential that seemingly good work that does not 

preserve dignity and agency cannot meaningfully be said to be good in itself. 

Purpose and Significance 

 As some neighborhoods in our city undergo some version of gentrification, the 

paradigm of outside leadership making decisions on behalf of neighborhood residents 

rarely resolves in a way that is beneficial to the neighborhood’s residents. If solutions for 

 
9 E. F Schumacher and Bill McKibben, Small Is Beautiful: Economics as If People 

Mattered (New York, NY: Harper Perennial, 2014)., 202. 
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our neighborhoods do not include our neighbors—if they don’t include Clarence and 

others like him—then what’s at stake is the life and spirit of the neighborhood, not to 

mention important issues like dignity, agency, collaboration, and justice. Recent history 

in other neighborhoods suggests that the neighborhood itself, and the wellbeing of its 

residents, is at stake. If we cannot find a way to bridge the gap between neighborhood 

residents and those that make decisions that affect the neighborhood, then Clarence is 

right to be afraid; experience will prove him right again. 

 As we will consider in the next chapter, there is far more at stake with Clarence’s 

fear than simply a single housing situation in one neighborhood in Danville. Not only is it 

destructive to Clarence to think in non-person-focused ways about neighborhoods and the 

people that make them, but it is destructive and alienating to those who make decisions in 

non-person-focused ways themselves. At its core, valuing things or money over people is 

sin. 

 The greatest significance, however, was the empowering of local leaders in our 

neighborhood around issues that directly affect the neighborhood. A greater awareness 

and familiarity were achieved through a focused effort and attentive listening. While 

there is still no clear answer to Clarence’s question and we still don’t know if experience 

or hope will win the day, research participants considered alternative, person-focused 

models of housing in the Old West End and other neighborhoods. Increased familiarity 

with the neighborhood and with other leaders prompted additional social and familiar 

interaction among participants after the research concluded. There was even a sense of 

loss among some participants at the end of the third meal who asked if they could 

continue doing meals like we had been doing. Familiarity paves the way for mutuality 
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and mutuality may well be where hope lies in wait. Hope is, in itself, always person-

focused and it is of general benefit not only to those most obviously in need, but also to 

those who do not recognize their need for it. In the meantime, though, as we slowly 

cultivate mutuality, we find that doing it imperfectly together bears a sweet and 

substantial fruit of its own.
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CHAPTER 2 

HISTORICAL, BIBLICAL, AND THEOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS 

E.F. Schumacher, the German, Roman Catholic economist, lamented that 

humanity “has built a system of production that ravishes nature and a type of society that 

mutilates man [sic].”10 There are few systems as intrinsically connected to the life and 

wellbeing of modern people as housing. Additionally, the pursuit of housing stability has 

been a ravishing and mutilating system—a dehumanizing experience—for some people. 

This marring of the image of God in people, and the consequent devaluing of their 

intrinsic worth, should not be dismissed as “just the way things are.” Rather, we should 

note that Schumacher also observed that every system is built on a “metaphysical 

foundation” and for explicit purposes.11 If the way we have approached housing socially 

and economically is flawed, then we have a responsibility to choose instead a way that is 

both ethical and spiritual. This is true regardless of whether or not it was an intentional or 

unintentional process. Shifting the metaphysical foundation—the essential focus—of our 

collective approaches to housing will require a reprioritizing of our values, but will create 

a system of housing in which people matter. 

Over the years in our neighborhoods, and in the context of an intentional 

community, I’ve received a wealth of practical education on the impact of housing 

 
10 Schumacher and McKibben., 313. 

 
11 Ibid., 279-280. 
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stability on our neighbors and neighborhoods. With my neighbors as my tutors, I’ve 

learned numerous “tricks” used by predatory landlords to profit on someone else’s 

instability. I’ve learned who among my neighbors is most adept at navigating the 

byzantine maze of paperwork associated with various types of housing support. I’ve 

learned why so many of the ideas I started with are impractical or dependent on scant 

privilege to work. But there is a larger story at play here than just what is demonstrated in 

our neighborhoods. There are systems that function beyond and behind the experience of 

our neighbors that make housing instability seem to be an intractable problem. While 

things like predatory landlords, housing discrimination, and needlessly complicated 

housing regulations may be the teeth that grind up those experiencing housing instability, 

they are supported by the gears of our current system. It may well be that our system is 

not broken so much as it is working according to its design and its design does not 

prioritize the wellbeing of all people. If we are going to imagine a system of housing in 

which people matter, then we must understand how it already works. 

Housing Through the Lens of Schumacher and Perkins 

Schumacher’s Person-Focused Economics 

 In Small is Beautiful, Schumacher advances the thesis that the unerring pursuit of 

unlimited economic growth is not only a fool’s errand, but is also inherently destructive 

to people and the wider world. Schumacher offers the following observation by way of 

criticism: “The idea of unlimited economic growth… needs to be seriously questioned on 

at least two counts: the availability of basic resources and, alternatively or additionally, 

the capacity of the environment to cope with the degree of interference implied.”12 

 
12 Ibid., 31. 
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Schumacher further argues that there are natural limitations to growth and expansion, 

what he calls “decisive bottlenecks”13 at one point,  that must be ignored if one is to 

believe in “unlimited, generalised growth.”14 

 From an ethical and philosophical standpoint, Schumacher also questions the 

validity of value statements made about growth. Schumacher perceives that growth—by 

which he means unlimited growth—is consistently and predictably called “good” in the 

wider world of economics. Imagining the thoughts of a supposed “economist-turned-

econometrician” who is asked to question whether a particular piece of economic growth 

was good or bad, Schumacher writes, “The idea that there could be pathological growth, 

unhealthy growth, disruptive or destructive growth, is to him a perverse idea which must 

not be allowed to surface.”15 Rather, Schumacher insists that growth is certainly capable 

of being pathological, unhealthy, disruptive, or destructive. Such growth must not be 

quickly and summarily labeled good without considering its wider and more personal 

impact.  

The flaw, Schumacher argues, is the relative lack of priority given to people in 

most economic calculations. Schumacher thus advances the idea of person-focused 

economics, which requires “a conscious and determined shift of emphasis from goods to 

people”16 and “the development of a life-style which accords to material things their 

 
13 Ibid., 30. 

 
14 Ibid., 34. 

 
15 Ibid., 51. 

 
16 Ibid., 202. 
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proper, legitimate place, which is secondary and not primary.”17 Person-focused 

economics takes the benefit, wellbeing, and overall health of people as the ends that the 

economy must serve and restrains the impulse toward limitless, and ultimately 

purposeless, growth. 

Schumacher theorizes that, in practice, person-focused economic approaches need 

to be financially accessible, as small enough in scope as is still effective, and marked by a 

creative impulse.18 This three-part test—thought of more simply as financial accessibility, 

subsidiarity, and affirming creative agency— can serve as a rubric for person-focused 

approaches in related fields, such as a housing. As other literature reviewed will make 

astonishingly plain, housing in the United States has a long history of functioning at the 

whims of a depersonalized market and in ways that track with the prejudices of the larger 

society. Housing in the United States, in its most common senses, has often failed 

Schumacher’s three-part test in that it has not been financially accessible for many, it has 

often accrued power and control to higher and fewer places in society, and zoning 

regulations have often been used to stifle any creative impulse. 

Perkins’ “Something Bigger” 

 In his book, A Quiet Revolution, John Perkins recounts numerous stories from his 

life and work in Christian community development and community organizing among 

people experiencing poverty. In one memorable section, he writes, “As we began to deal 

with people who were poor…we had no alternative but to conclude that the sickness and 

the lack of money and the malnutrition were just symptoms of something else, something 

 
17 Ibid., 315. 

 
18 Ibid., 35. 
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bigger.”19 He goes on to describe the efforts that he and his colleagues undertook to 

support and assist those with whom they were coming into contact. He concludes that 

their efforts were largely ineffective in practice but that these efforts led them to a deeper 

awareness of the system with which they were engaging: “a cycle of destruction and 

dependence that winds itself down upon and around a person. That's the cycle of poverty, 

that trapped feeling...”20 In these realizations, Perkins argues that there is “something 

bigger” at work in poverty and that poverty is not an accident. 

 In a passage about the necessity of humility in a community leader, Perkins 

argues for a person-focused approach of his own: “Humility makes you see that your 

programs or your 'good doing' might not really be effective; it makes you see that people 

are the ends, not the means, and that you need them…”21 This insistence on people being 

the “ends, not the means” is a foundational pillar of Perkins’ community development 

philosophy (and by extension the philosophy of the Christian Community Development 

Association) and informs the particular methods and approaches he uses. 

 By way of example, Perkins relates his experience in organizing a Headstart 

program in his neighborhood and how it “would be the strongest black economic base in 

the community.”22 But upon reflection, Perkins recognized that the locus of control for 

the Headstart program was external to the community and, as such, not owned or 

 
19 John M. Perkins, A Quiet Revolution: The Christian Response to Human Need, a 

Strategy for Today (Waco, Tex: Word Books, 1976)., 87-88. 

 
20 Ibid., 88. 

 
21 Ibid., 129. 

 
22 Ibid., 108. 
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adequately influenced by the community. In this case, it could still be of short-term 

benefit to children in the community, but it could not be a means of rebuilding economic 

base and of affirming both creative agency and subsidiarity. Later, he laments the 

inevitable failure of outside leadership and control in creating change and argues 

specifically that effective leadership and real change must have an internal locus of 

control that is owned and adequately influenced by directly affected people.23 

 All of these realizations led Perkins to conclude two things. First, he concludes 

that while outside leaders might easily produce short-term benefits, they do not create the 

systemic change that addresses the problems of Perkins’ “something bigger.”24 Second, 

Perkins concludes that the pursuit of equity and justice in areas dominated by “something 

bigger” is necessarily economic in shape and effect.25 Poverty is certainly personal, so 

our solutions must be person-focused. 

 The work suggested by these conclusions satisfies Schumacher’s three-part test 

and also has a direct connection to how we address housing and shelter in contexts 

pervaded by poverty. Housing with an external locus of control or housing that does not 

feed back into the economic base of the community—that is to say, housing that is not 

person-focused—will inevitably fail to address the cyclical, destructive, and 

dehumanizing nature of Perkins’ “something bigger.” It is not enough simply to care 

about poverty in some abstract and depersonalized way; we must also care about 

 
23 Ibid., 130. 

 
24 Ibid., 143-144. 

 
25 Ibid., 146. 
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particular people experiencing poverty and those caught in the clutches of “something 

bigger.” 

A Biblical Theology of Housing and Mutuality 

Prohibitions Against Taking Advantage of the Poor 

 Scripture26 has little to no tolerance for those who place a higher value on things 

than people. Jewish and Christian scriptures warn their listeners repeatedly against taking 

advantage of the poor and others who are marginalized. It is such a common theme that it 

would take a surfeit of pages to consider even just the passages found in the Old 

Testament that are so disposed. By some counts, it’s rendered as the second most 

prominent theme of the Old Testament, falling only behind idolatry in frequency.27 By 

way of example, in Exodus 22, the listener is admonished not to harm any widow or 

orphan; not to lend money at interest to those in need; and not to profit by the suffering or 

lack of their neighbor. All of this culminates in a promise: God will hear the cry of the 

one who suffers at your hands, because God is compassionate.28  

These admonishments, and the accompanying promise, are themselves further 

built on God reminding the Jewish listeners of their own time as strangers in a foreign 

land when they were in need and God heard them and their suffering.29 In light of their 

own lived, or ancestral, experience there is an expectation of generosity that seems 

 
26 All scripture citations are from the New Revised Standard Version unless otherwise 

noted. 

 
27 Jim Wallis, God’s Politics: Why the Right Gets It Wrong and the Left Doesn’t Get 

It, 1st ed (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2005)., 212. 

 
28 Exodus 22:22-27 

 
29 Exodus 22:21 
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incontrovertible. This theme of expected generosity in reaction to God’s own generosity 

is taken up and sharpened in Isaiah and Jeremiah, among other places, to advance the 

person-focused thesis that “if we do not imitate God’s concern for the poor, we are not 

really God’s people” and that “knowing God is inseparable from caring for the poor.”30 

Scripture places little above concern for the poor and disadvantaged in God’s hierarchy 

of values and concerns. In God’s economy, people always precede things. 

 These prohibitions against taking advantage of the poor are not solely focused on 

protecting those who lack material resources. Scripture understands poverty more 

holistically than a simple means test of income versus expenses. Those who are in special 

need of the community’s enforcement of God’s promise include not only the materially 

poor, but also the stranger in their midst, the traveler, the widow, the orphan, and the 

Levite. Walter Brueggemann notes, “[this] list has one feature of commonality. They are 

those who have no standing ground in the community. They are without land and so 

without power and consequently without dignity.”31 God’s protection falls then not only 

on those without economic capacity but also upon those who are at special risk in the 

larger society because of a lack of subsidiarity in decision-making. Levites and travelers 

may have wealth, but they lacked land and, therefore, consideration. This class of people 

are imminently at risk of “falling through the cracks” of larger society with their identity 

and needs remaining inconsequential or even unconsidered. 

 
30 Ronald J. Sider, Just Generosity: A New Vision for Overcoming Poverty in America 

(Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker Books, 1999)., 58. 

 
31 Walter Brueggemann, Land Revised Edition, 2 edition (Minneapolis, MN: 

Augsburg Books, 2002)., 61. 
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 As such, a new danger is apparent: taking advantage of the poor not only by 

personal choice, but also systemically and through the impersonal mechanisms of society. 

This is also roundly condemned by scripture since scripture assumes that “God’s absolute 

ownership and creative purpose (the common good)”32 render our ownership and use of 

possessions contingent and conditional. This is not only distinct in scripture, but 

culturally distinct in Israel’s historic practices, which prioritized people over things, 

discouraged the use of property as a means to acquire more property, and encouraged the 

use of property for the practices of hospitality and generosity.33 Scripture insists that we 

have a responsibility to rein in our political, social, and economic systems to prevent the 

oppression of those at special risk and in particular need.  

 Brueggemann writes, “It is clear that [these prohibitions against taking advantage 

of the poor are] not simply gentle concern for poor folks, but it has to do with Yahweh, 

with his character and his commitments. He is allied with the poor against the rapacious 

wealthy.”34 God’s prohibitions do not demonstrate some arbitrary preference, but 

demonstrate rather God’s inherent nature. Though some may try to separate people from 

economic matters in pursuit of efficiency or some other value, it is clear that the God 

described and revealed in scripture not only subordinates property, possessions, and 

wealth to people, but calls us to do so as well. God’s economy is person-focused to a 

fault. 

 
32 Helen Rhee, Loving the Poor, Saving the Rich: Wealth, Poverty, and Early 

Christian Formation (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2012)., 193. 

 
33 Craig L Blomberg, Neither Poverty nor Riches A Biblical Theology of Possessions 

(S.l.: InterVarsity Press, 2015)., 40-41 

 
34 Brueggemann, Land Revised Edition., 92. 
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Housing as Emblematic of Wellbeing 

 Matthew Desmond writes, “Life and home are so intertwined that it is almost 

impossible to think about one without the other…A stable home allows us to strive for 

self-reliance and personal expression, to seek gainful employment and enjoy individual 

freedoms.”35 Though Desmond is not writing about the Prophets’ use of housing as an 

image of wellbeing, he could well be echoing them. When the Prophets turn their mind’s 

eye to consider wellbeing, safety, security, and peace, they are quick to turn to images of 

houses and the rooted inhabiting thereof.  

 For example, in Isaiah 65, the prophet envisions some future time (what he calls 

the “new heavens and the new earth” in verse 17) when all things will be well and made 

right. In this place/time without weeping, infant mortality, or reduced length of life, the 

prophet imagines that “they shall build houses and inhabit them; they shall plant 

vineyards and eat their fruit.”36 To emphasize this, the prophet reiterates with an inverted 

parallel, in verse 22: “They shall not build and another inhabit; they shall not plant and 

another eat…” Residential stability seems to be a feature of the eschaton in Isaiah’s 

vision or, at the very least, stable housing is a commonly passable emblem of wellbeing 

in the prophetic vocabulary.  

  Although the Prophets’ insisted that “economic life [is] understood to be 

accountable to the community—to its laws, to its customs, to its well-being,”37 there 

 
35 Matthew Desmond, Evicted: Poverty and Profit in the American City, First Edition 

(New York: Crown Publishers, 2016)., 300. 

 
36 Isaiah 65:21 

 
37 J. Philip Wogaman, Christian Perspectives on Politics, Rev. and expanded 

(Louisville, Ky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2000)., 275. 
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seems to be a steady slide within the narrative arc of the Old Testament toward the 

displacement of the poor and the monopolization of wealth and opportunity in the hands 

of the wealthy and powerful.38 As such, the prophets return again and again to insist that 

this is not only not God’s intention of “common use of common resources for common 

flourishing,”39 but also that it is exploitative in a way that excludes people from life in 

community.40 

 If housing is emblematic of wellbeing in scripture, especially so in the Prophets as 

is argued here, then the kernel of this idea is that residential stability tells us something 

about the context in which it is found, much as a piece of fruit might tell us about the 

health of a tree. When writing about home ownership, Alan Mallach concludes that home 

ownership is directly related to “greater residential stability, more-positive child 

outcomes, and greater social capital, including greater involvement in neighborhood 

activities and greater readiness to become involved in tackling neighborhood problems 

like crime or disorder.”41 Even writers who disagree with the effectiveness of home 

ownership in building meaningful engagement with a neighborhood argue that residential 

stability is a strong indicator of neighborhood health and wellbeing.42 Simply put, the 
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Prophets seem to be right: safe, secure, and rooted housing is a very good sign for the 

health of a place. Of course, the converse is still distressingly true. 

 Secure housing (or its lack thereof) serves as a reliable indicator of the 

pervasiveness of systemic problems, just as the prophets intuit. In spite of all of the 

promises made by economic development and neighborhood revitalization programs, it 

seems that the prophets’ vision of the eschaton is still a yearning and not yet a blessed 

reality. This longing for “a sense of place”43 seems to confirm to us that all is not yet well 

and made right and there is still distressingly little room in commodifiable neighborhoods 

for “all the heirs of the covenant, even those who have no power to claim it.”44 Each of us 

is searching for the place where we belong, but for some the search will not end easily. 

Mutuality, Relationship, and Hospitality 

 In the final chapter of Jesus and the Disinherited, Howard Thurman references 

the parable of the Good Samaritan and writes, “Every man is potentially every other 

man’s neighbor. Neighborliness is nonspatial; it is qualitative. A man must love his 

neighbor directly, clearly, permitting no barriers between.”45 By declaring neighborliness 

to be nonspatial, Thurman shifts the question of segregation and integration away from 

geography and toward biblically-grounded moral decision-making.46 This shift is 
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essential not only for the ongoing struggle for integration and civil rights, but also for our 

consideration of person-focused housing and the “something bigger” at the root of 

cyclical and seemingly intractable poverty. 

 Thurman’s solution is “some primary, face-to-face relationship[s] of gross 

equality.”47 That is to say: authentic, equal, and reciprocal relationships that express 

mutuality in their beginning and throughout. However, this is no easy solution given the 

bonds of social context that otherwise entangle even those with the best intentions. “For 

the most part, such an experience would be impossible,” writes Thurman, “as long as 

either [individual] was functioning only within his own social context.”48 Mutuality is 

frighteningly difficult to achieve between people with vastly different social contexts 

because of the many barriers that stand between them and mutually exclude both from 

true community. 

 The solution, Thurman concludes, must be for a diverse group of people to work 

together on a “common environment for the purpose of providing normal experiences of 

fellowship.”49 Though their efforts may be halting and incomplete, it is the establishment 

of this shared space that makes mutuality possible. We must cultivate spaces where 

contact between individuals is not “determined by status or social distinctions”50 and 

where all are free to believe in the goodness of the other. When Thurman considers Jesus’ 
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treatment of the woman caught in adultery,51 he sees a hopeful vision of how these 

relationships might find a healthy beginning: encountering the other where he/she is in a 

common space and treating him/her as if they already are what they want to become.52  

 Given the practical difficulty of Thurman’s solution, it is tempting to imagine 

some more efficient program of personalization that might expedite the process. But the 

very nature of the program itself will be contradictory to this intent. Simply put, we 

cannot “program” our way out of a relationship problem when relationships are the 

foundation of substantial and meaningful change.53 We must “[practice] the art of human 

contacts” that “require[s] openness to strangers, for a gift can only be given to a [person 

in need] if the gift invites the [person in need] into friendship.”54 In essence, we must 

give ourselves over again to the spirits of mutuality and hospitality in our practice and 

decision-making; that is, according to God’s economy, our lives must be person-focused. 

 Thurman’s search for a shared space for contact to occur between neighbors, 

enemies, and diverse groups may well be realized in the historic Christian practice of 

hospitality and the cultivation of a shared life and space. Although hospitality as a 

practice is almost certainly inadequate for the addressing of housing insecurity at 

present,55 the underlying values and commitments of hospitality are themselves 
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imminently relevant and adequate for questions of person-focused approaches to housing. 

“The relationships fostered within the practice of hospitality,” Christine Pohl writes, 

“implicitly challenge bureaucratic rules that reinforce separation, isolation, and 

anonymity.”56 It is not a program of hospitality that we need, but a paradigmatic shift 

toward the values of hospitality and mutuality. 

 Hospitality as a particular Christian practice developed remarkably early in the 

history of the Church.57 Although hospitality was and is for some a wider cultural 

practice, Christian hospitality was marked by being “remedial, counteracting the social 

stratification of the larger society by providing a modest and equal welcome to 

everyone,” with some going even so far as to say that providing hospitality to those 

without especial needs was perhaps not even hospitality.58 Historically, Christian 

hospitality had five distinct expressions: 1) welcoming Christian travelers and those in 

need of shelter into their homes; 2) burying Christians regardless of their poverty; 3) 

caring for those who were incarcerated, exiled, or who otherwise suffered for their faith; 

4) ransoming those cared for in the third expression; and 5) caring for the sick, regardless 

of belief, especially in times of epidemic disease.59 Astonishingly, there is historic record 

of these expressions having an impact on wider, secular practice. The fourth-century 

Roman emperor, Julian, “instructed the high priest of the Hellenic faith to imitate 

Christian concern for strangers…[and] to establish hotels for needy strangers in every 
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city…”60 because of the astonishing charity and hospitality that the Jews and Christians 

practiced. God’s economy is not some idealistic fantasy to be imagined, lauded, and 

untried. It is a contagious and compelling reality that not even the powers of this world 

can ignore fully. 

 A robust, contemporary practice of hospitality by Christians will require, and help 

to bring about, the very paradigmatic shift that cultivates Thurman’s shared space for 

mutual and reciprocal contact. Prioritizing the cultivation of mutual and reciprocal 

relationships will require people who are committed to person-focused approaches to 

housing, and other issues, to “go into this world disarmed of worldly power,”61 and to 

abandon the conviction that the “philanthropic use of wealth is properly the center of 

Christian economic ethics.”62 In this kenotic approach, we return to deep, theological 

roots that what we have to offer first and foremost is neither our means, which have often 

separated us from others, nor our privilege, which has accompanied wealth and power, 

but is our self in humility and openness to the world. We must trust, like Thurman, that 

there is hope in such a space and in such a deliberate gathering and that we might learn 

again how to build that space by taking up person-focused priorities. We must trust that 

not only is neighborliness nonspatial, but so is God’s Kingdom. The impact of this 

emphasis on neighborliness and mutuality reverberates through the other para-economic 

systems that compose our world. 
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Failures in Housing Priorities and Non-Person-Focused Decision-Making 

The Abandonment of Public Housing 

 There was a time in United States housing policy that some leaders considered 

housing as something more like a utility than a social welfare policy.63 Designed to serve 

as affordable to rent, inexpensive to build, and as a set of “dignified dwelling[s],”64 

public housing’s genesis was “characterized by a willingness to use the public sector to 

spread the benefits of prosperity and expand social welfare rights.”65 However, from this 

beginning it has been burdened with a narrative of supposed failure that has led to the 

steady abandonment of public housing. 

 In the “discourse of disaster,” as Goetz puts it, that surrounds public housing, 

public housing units are often described as being in poor physical condition both because 

of their design and because of their tenants. This is a pervasive, and apparently 

persuasive, narrative that has been often repudiated. A congressional commission to 

investigate “severely distressed public housing” found that it was only six percent of 

public housing units that could accurately be called “severely distressed.”66 Furthermore, 

while the waiting list for public housing has occasionally been offered as a symptom of 

the failure of the program, it is also a testament to the incredible need that exists for 
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affordable housing for families, “ill-served by the private market.”67 Public housing is 

highly valued by those who live in it and has become a foundation for communities that 

enriches the lives of its residents.68 However, non-person-focused housing and economics 

subordinate these priorities to other priorities such as short-term economic growth.  

The process of abandonment of public housing by the federal government was 

gradual but unrelenting. While strong “housing management practices” and 

“administrative controls” are indicative of success in public housing, their willful neglect 

by housing authorities and other local and regional decision-makers has exaggerated the 

perception of disorder and dysfunction in public housing.69 Given that the purposeful 

neglect, abandonment, and demolition of public housing has continued in spite of a 

growing need for affordable housing, other priorities must be receiving greater attention 

than people when it comes to housing. Public housing may be failing in the United States, 

but its failure bears the marks of sabotage by those who subordinate people to other 

priorities. It has not failed to provide affordable housing, even if it has failed to produce 

profit. 

Racial Segregation 

 In The Color of Law, Richard Rothstein argues for a careful and significant 

difference about how to think about racial segregation of housing in the United States. 

Namely, Rothstein argues that racially segregated housing is not an accident of 
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circumstance but is explicit, intentional, and de jure in its legal implementation.70 These 

intentional policies, and their subsequent execution and enforcement, have propagated 

racial segregation in ways that individual choices could never have done alone. The 

system itself was opposed to person-focused approaches to housing in preference for the 

motives of profit, power, and the misguided values of white supremacy. 

 For example, the policies of two federal organizations started in the 1930s by 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt, the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC) and the 

Federal Housing Administration (FHA), served the interests of racial segregation all too 

ably and to the detriment of many for the condemnable benefit of a few. These 

organizations were created to support the development of home ownership by easing the 

financial restrictions that made ownership unaffordable for most. However, their policies 

of neighborhood assessment privileged the opinions of local realtors who favored racially 

segregated neighborhoods and created maps that identified predominantly African-

American neighborhoods as poor risks for their financial decision-making in a process 

now known as “redlining.”71 Meanwhile, the FHA policy of denying mortgage insurance 

in redlined neighborhoods meant that “racial segregation now became an official 

requirement of the federal mortgage insurance program.”72 By restricting access to the 

financial tools necessary to support home ownership, these programs inhibited the further 
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development of economic base among African-Americans and in predominantly African-

American and impoverished neighborhoods in our cities.  

 Another example of the explicit and intentional impact of racial segregation in 

housing policy is the process of property value assessment for the purposes of taxation. A 

US Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) study found “a systematic 

pattern of overassessment in low-income African American neighborhoods, with 

corresponding underassessment in white middle-class neighborhoods.”73 This additional 

and disproportionate financial burden means more limited funding for property 

maintenance, moving, or the development of a strong, neighborhood financial base. It 

also means more hours of labor required and fewer hours of rest and time with family. 

  As property values for mostly white and middle-class families have risen, the 

gulf has only widened. The equity that accrues in homes is “the main source of wealth for 

middle-class Americans.”74 Denied access to this consistent source of wealth transfer and 

inheritance, many African Americans have fallen behind in terms of economic base. With 

the increased value and ongoing commodification of housing the goal of home ownership 

becomes more and more difficult to achieve even as the multi-generational delay begins 

to abate and afford African Americans more opportunities to buy.75  

 Finally, even the remedies to racial segregation of housing have created their own 

substantial problems. Though some policies may appear neutral in terms of race, they 

only appear so if we presume that all parties are starting on equal footing. Since this is 
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not the case, these policies can only widen the gulf of segregation. The US tax code’s 

mortgage interest deduction serves as the single largest housing subsidy in US housing 

policy, but primarily subsidizes white, middle-class, and upper-class families.76 Mortgage 

interest deductions, property tax deductions, and investor deductions “account for 

roughly two and a half times the money Congress appropriates for the US Department of 

Housing and Urban Development (HUD).”77 Furthermore, the use of low-income 

housing tax credits has primarily been for the development of low-income housing in 

African American neighborhoods, thus deepening the explicit segregation of housing by 

race. 

Gentrification 

 In the common narratives explaining gentrification, gentrification happens when 

people move to an economically disadvantaged location because of its low cost and high 

opportunity. The resulting influx of more and more people into a particular neighborhood 

attracts businesses and amenities. However, this increases property values in ways that 

drive poorer people out of the neighborhood, ostensibly with regret but no malicious 

intent.78 

 Peter Moskowitz offers an alternative narrative that identifies the gentrifying 

impulse as one that is a renewal of old practices for the benefit of businesses, city 

governments, and other monied interests and at the expense of people, especially socially 
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and/or economically disadvantaged people. He writes, “gentrification is not a fluke or an 

accident. Gentrification is a system that places the needs of capital (both in terms of city 

budget and in terms of real estate profits) above the needs of people.”79 Elsewhere, he 

describes gentrification as “a trauma… caused by the influx of massive amounts of 

capital into a city and the consequent destruction following in its wake.”80 In essence, 

Moskowitz’ description of gentrification is one that matches closely with Schumacher’s 

diagnosis of the flaw in growth-focused economics and Perkins’ realization of the 

dangers of outside control and limited economic base. Gentrification is an economic 

process that privileges growth over people and converts and housing to that purpose. 

 Gentrification is a process that is critically dependent on housing inequality. 

Moskowitz argues, “Truly equitable geographies would be largely un-gentrifiable ones. 

So first, geographies have to be made unequal.”81 First, public housing demolition has 

shown statistically significant correlations to gentrification pressure,82 suggesting that 

inequality of housing access is a good indicator that a neighborhood will gentrify. 

Second, gentrification tends to create more segregated neighborhoods and concentrate 

poverty in fewer and fewer neighborhoods.83 Finally, initial gentrification happens almost 

exclusively in neighborhoods where housing is affordable before elevating the cost of 
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living beyond affordable levels.84 Thus, housing inequality is not only the outcome of 

gentrification, but also the necessary context for it. 

  Some will certainly argue that this kind of development is a necessary 

consequence of financial growth. In spite of what Schumacher or Perkins might say about 

such priorities, it’s worth remembering that this growth does not happen in a vacuum 

divorced from social realities. Moskowitz writes, “it's not that most poor people or people 

of color hate the idea of anyone moving to the city, but that gentrification almost always 

takes place on top of someone else's loss.”85 Gentrification is not some benign process of 

economic development, but a focused effort that capitalizes on inequality and converts 

the losses of those with the least to lose into the financial and personal benefit of those 

with the most capacity to steer it. Its deeply non-person-focused priorities produce 

financial benefit in exchange for the conversion of cities and neighborhoods to lucrative 

habitats for those who prey upon the poor.86 

 Though our friend Clarence was perhaps the most immediately vocal about fears 

that our neighborhood was quickly becoming somebody else’s semi-private possession, 

he is by no means alone. The seeming inevitability of neighborhood change has produced 

a significant number of anxious conversations at Grace and Main’s gatherings about 

shifting power and control in the neighborhood. Though the intention of those moving 

into the neighborhood may not be gentrification or displacement, the anxious 
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conversations of the long-term residents of the neighborhood suggest that lack of 

intention may not be enough of a protection. 

Homelessness 

Homelessness is an outgrowth of inequity in housing and a clear indication of the 

detriments of non-person-focused housing. Homelessness is a complicated issue that not 

only has many causes, but also many definitions. For the purposes of this section, 

homelessness will be taken to mean “lack[ing] a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime 

residence” and include shelter situations in which the directly affected person has no 

legal right of residence, agency, or means of control in keeping with the Federal 

government definition.87 As such, those who are experiencing homelessness may not be 

immediately apparent to the casual observer as they might be living in suitable 

accommodations without a legal right of residence or any agency in decisions about their 

shelter.  

The United States has experienced two sustained periods of systemic 

homelessness: 1) the Great Depression, and 2) from the 1980s to the present.88 Both of 

these periods are correlated with rapid rises in income inequality historically.89 Stop-gap 

solutions of yesteryear have proven inadequate in both of these periods. In this most 

recent period, single-room occupancies (SROs) in boarding houses or tenement buildings 
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declined rapidly starting in the 1980s.90 SROs largely disappeared to make way for 

gentrification pressures and to allow for urban residences with larger footprints in terms 

of square feet of living space.  

  Shelter systems put in place to provide temporary (or long-term) shelter for 

people experiencing homelessness are part of an ongoing continuum of care that places a 

number of barriers to advancement on those in need of shelter. Given the increasing 

concentration of poverty in fewer and fewer neighborhoods, we should not be surprised 

that homeless shelters are likewise concentrated in the same neighborhoods. Staying in a 

shelter can be a traumatic and dangerous experience for some people. It is worth noting 

that in one study the “frequency of injuries and victimizations” was 30 times higher for 

shelter inhabitants than the general population.91 

 The lack of affordable, accessible, and equitable housing, as well as a lack of 

person-focused approaches to housing, has fueled the steady increase of homelessness (an 

estimated increase of four percent per year92). With little or no consideration given to the 

margins of our society where people have been priced out of basic needs93 by a pursuit of 

growth at all costs, homelessness persists. Person-focused approaches to housing 

privilege the shelter and wellbeing of people over the reckless pursuit of growth at any 
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cost, especially when “any cost” is all too often paid by those with whom God identifies 

and champions.94 

Person-Focused Models and Approaches to Housing 

Congregational Hospitality 

 Hospitality, as it has been previously considered, should not be overlooked in 

terms of person-focused approaches to housing. However, it should not be considered 

that hospitality in our homes and congregational buildings is a long-term solution.95 

Long-term hospitality on a large scale does not adequately address Perkins’ test of the 

“something bigger” at work in poverty. Instead, it isolates the guest in a disempowered 

situation—they have shelter but no real, or only limited, control. We should not, by any 

means, advocate for long-term shelter in congregational buildings as a permanent means 

of addressing homelessness or housing insecurity,96 but temporary arrangements may 

have other benefits. 

 Through the corporate practice of hospitality, a congregation may remedy its 

issues of social location. That is to say, congregations engaged in hospitality may find 

greater solidarity and mutuality through proximity to those experiencing homelessness, 

housing insecurity, and poverty. Hospitality, done with dignity and person-focused 

values, could alleviate that deficit over time so that those with adequate financial 

resources are no longer inadequately informed about housing and the needs of others. 
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Improved Public Housing 

Nationwide, person-focused elements of public housing have been repeatedly 

hampered and dismantled by local politics97 and public policy through demolition and 

displacement. When public housing is demolished, it is routinely done in demonstrably 

unequal ways that more severely impact minorities and those most susceptible to 

profound housing insecurity.98 Demolition of public housing has often been used as a 

way for cities to “[clear] the way for more lucrative land uses.”99 Ultimately, policies of 

demolition and displacement critically fracture the support networks and residential 

stability of people in public housing.100 

 Public housing can be improved and made more person-focused if both human 

dignity and residential stability are prioritized in decision-making. This requires a change 

in our understanding of the purpose of public housing away from “way station for poor 

transients” and toward “longstanding homes.”101 This is, in most practical ways, a 

transition in how we design, build, and maintain public housing that prioritizes human 

dignity and benefit. The extension of dignity in public housing design, building, and 

maintenance is to prioritize choice in ways that make public housing more customizable 

and variable in the style of single-family homes.102 
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 Policy decisions, and the implementation of those policy decisions, that focus on 

residential stability will also help to improve our current model of public housing. The 

long-term stability of residents in a particular neighborhood connects strongly with the 

likelihood of residents to “interact informally with their neighbors, become active in 

school groups, and volunteer with an organization in their communities.”103 Simply put, 

if we want public housing to work, then we must stop annihilating the social networks 

that will create the substantial change for which we hope.  

Housing First 

 Housing First (HF), as typified and originated by the organization Pathways to 

Housing, is an imminently person-focused approach to homelessness and severe housing 

insecurity. The HF philosophy is a simple one that rejects the traditional continuum of 

care model as being ineffective, inattentive to individual needs, and excessively 

expensive given its success rate.104 Instead of the continuum of care model where 

treatment precedes housing and then offering increased independence only as a 

consequence of a number of discrete successes, HF provides “immediate access to 

housing—most often an independent apartment—and support services to individuals with 

mental illness living on the streets.”105 This approach does not require treatment, sobriety, 

or any other discrete successes in order for an individual to maintain housing. Rather, 

their only requirements are to pay up to 30% of their income toward their rent and to 
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allow a weekly visit to their apartment from a “support services team.”106 HF housing is 

scatter-site housing where participants will not necessarily live near each other and may 

live in a wide variety of neighborhoods, while also not being immediately identified in 

their neighborhood as somebody who has recently experienced homelessness.107 This 

approach prioritizes both dignity and agency in the lives of those who benefit from a 

Housing First program while also providing some separation from the socio-contextual 

factors that make overcoming housing insecurity so difficult. 

By way of example of HF’s methodology, imagine “Tim,” a middle-aged man 

experiencing chronic homelessness in an urban area, who is first met by “David,” a staff 

member from a local organization practicing HF. Over the course of several 

conversations, David gets to know Tim better and begins to assess some of the particular 

barriers to housing that Tim is experiencing. Whereas the continuum of care model 

advocates working on those barriers first as a way of working toward housing, HF says 

that David and his organization should provide Tim with housing and that this support 

will enable Tim to address barriers and other problems if he chooses to do so. 

Accordingly, Tim will pay up to 30% of his income toward his own independent and 

private housing while also receiving a weekly visit from David, or one of David’s 

colleagues. 

HF’s philosophy emphasizes dignity and person-focused approaches by 

identifying the central problem as lack of housing and a reduction in dignity as an 

untenable solution. HF advocates for giving choices to people experiencing homelessness 
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not only because it is kind and dignified, but also because it is demonstrably effective. 

Housing stability rates for people in HF housing fall between 77% and 85%, whereas 

those same rates in more traditional continuum of care model interventions hover around 

30%. Although some may expect a dramatic increase in substance use in HF 

interventions, this has largely been unsubstantiated by the data.108 

Housing Cooperatives 

To write about housing cooperatives generally is to write about a number of 

complex ventures with widely varying approaches and methods but with two common, 

philosophical threads: housing that promotes shared “economic opportunity” and 

common local control.109 The essential premise of a Housing Co-op is to enable the 

people living in a place to be in common control of their homes and the accompanying 

economic benefits in ways that they may not otherwise be able to do because of 

segregation, discrimination, and unequal access. This control also makes the housing 

perpetually affordable since value is not extracted from the housing but rather is 

reinvested—as the property increases in value, so does the economic base of the members 

of the co-op.  

 However, we should remember Perkins’ admonition that “a cooperative is not 

primarily an economic structure as much as it is an educational tool.”110 By pooling risk 

and benefit, residents of a co-op unite their causes and strengthen social bonds. In a co-op 

where a group of people mutually owns a piece of property (or multiple pieces of 
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property in a scatter-site co-op) in which they live, what benefits one or some of the 

members inevitably benefits all of them while deficits and crises are rendered less severe 

by the network of mutuality and shared life. By pursuing the benefit of others, and our 

own by consequence of our mutuality, we learn an intrinsically person-focused approach 

not only to housing but to other aspects of our lives. 

Community Land Trusts 

 A Community Land Trust (CLT) is “a model of shared equity, where the land is 

owned by a trust while homeowners own the home.”111 More simply put, a CLT is 

something of a derivative of a Housing Cooperative in which the members of the co-op 

do not own housing itself, but rather the land upon which housing is built. This is a model 

of shared ownership and equity that sustains the affordability of housing by “stipulating 

that buyers re-sell their homes at fair and affordable prices. [The agreement signed by 

those who buy homes on land owned by the CLT] requires the home be sold back to the 

CLT or another low-income household when homeowners decides to move.”112 These 

agreements are calculated to make sure that the seller also gains equity to help them buy 

another home. Thus, the CLT becomes an arbiter of pricing in ways that maintains the 

affordability of housing on land owned by the CLT while also enabling people to 

participate more ably in the wider housing market.  

This mutual control of land attempts to prevent displacement and the 

commodification of housing. The conversion of housing and neighborhoods to the 

primary purpose of wealth creation and outside economic benefit quickly renders housing 

 
111 Ibid., 167. 

 
112 Ibid., 168. 



44 
 

unaffordable. Supporters of CLTs argue that this is a process that can be slowed or halted 

by disrupting patterns of ownership. When neighbors have mutual ownership of the land 

itself, then outside economic forces can have substantially less impact in shifting values 

from person-focused to profit-focused. 

Concluding Remarks 

By shifting our focus to people, we make a stunning declaration: people matter 

intrinsically and unconditionally and the systems we build in this world must be bent to 

them and not vice versa. Realigning our priorities in housing with person-focused 

approaches seems a monumental task, largely because it is one. But, the enormity of the 

task is not a sufficient excuse for the abandonment of the project. Instead, we should 

remember some of Schumacher’s closing words from Small is Beautiful: “Everywhere 

people ask: 'What can I actually do?' The answer is as simple as it is disconcerting: we 

can, each of us, work to put our own inner house in order.”113 Having accomplished that, 

we can move on to developing the world we want to live in: a world where people matter 

and where the vision of the prophets is more than an earnest yearning.
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CHAPTER 3 

CONTEXT 

Danville, Virginia 

Danville gets its name and its particular location from the Dan River that flows 

through the heart of the city. William Wynne received a land grant of 340 acres on the 

southern bank of the Dan in 1740 and, as such, the area was called “Wynne’s Falls” by 

European settlers for quite some time.114 The town was initially established as a 

convenient place to inspect and weigh tobacco before sending it elsewhere via the 

river.115 However, several notable shifts such as changes in the international economic 

markets; decreasing domestic demand; and increased use of technology for the planting, 

harvesting, and storing of tobacco have resulted in there being fewer and fewer tobaccos 

jobs in southside Virginia. This loss of jobs and industry has contributed to the high 

unemployment rates and economic struggle in the region.116 

In 1882, Danville began its relationship with its other significant industry: 

textiles. The relationship between the mill and the city’s citizens was a tempestuous one 
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with many disputes over its more than 120 years. Though it employed thousands of 

citizens, it aggressively prevented other businesses and competition for employees from 

coming to Danville. When it began to falter in the 1980s, it was often its employees who 

paid the first, and hardest, costs. In 2004, the mill declared bankruptcy and in 2006, what 

was left of it was sold, with thousands losing their jobs.117 The remnants of the mill can 

be found throughout the city, not only in remaining buildings, both whole and crumbling, 

but also in the percentage of adults who never graduated high school118 and the declines 

in jobs119 and household income.120 

Danville certainly has had its challenges and continues to face some very real 

obstacles. The percentage of Danville residents living in poverty is 21.5%121 while the 

childhood poverty rate is 38 percent.122 By way of comparison the percentage rate of 
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persons in poverty nationally is 12.3%.123 The median household income in Danville was 

$35,220, dipping substantially lower in Grace and Main’s neighborhoods.124 Only 18.9% 

of the residents twenty-five years and older have attained a Bachelor’s degree or higher, 

compared to the national average of 30.9 percent.125 

Grace and Main Fellowship 

 My own particular ministry context is an intentional, Christian community called 

Grace and Main Fellowship. Grace and Main was officially founded in November of 

2009 after several months of purposeful prayer, conversation, shared meals, and the 

initial practice of formative and continued disciplines. It was established by five founding 

members: Jennifer Bailey, Matthew Bailey, Jessica Hearne, Joshua Hearne, and Mike 

Huggins. Grace and Main had a number of important, early partners but it was 

established as an independent community from its beginning. 

 As part of our commitment to a life of intentional community, the members of 

Grace and Main are committed to a shared life of work, prayer, and mutual support. 

Grace and Main identifies itself by naming that it wants to be a community that:  

practices the discipline of hospitality in our homes and in our lives; shares            

economic resources among ourselves and with those in need; practices a shared    

life in imitation of the early Church; commits itself to regular prayer, the reading 

of scripture, and common discernment and decision-making; forms partnerships   

in service of the Kingdom of God; engages nonviolently and noncoercively          

among ourselves and with the world; devotes itself to working for justice among   

the “least of these” and the marginalized; understands relationships to be the         

foundation of God’s work in the world and of our participation in that work;         

identifies its home to be the neglected, and sometimes exploited, places in our      

city; encourages its members and others to practice sustainable lifestyles that       
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preserve life and creation; rejects the materialism and consumption practice of the 

world in favor of practicing simplicity; [and] practices the Rule of Christ                 

(Matthew 18:15-20), peacemaking, forgiveness, and the reconciliation of              

penitents.126 

 

Day to day, these commitments are expressed in myriad ways, but more generally they 

are expressed through the practices of hospitality, mutual support, prayer, and solidarity 

with marginalized people. By way of example, Grace and Main practices hospitality not 

only by opening the homes of members to those in need of shelter and rest, but also by 

hosting a variety of meals each month. Grace and Main practices mutual support by a 

system of shared resources and by subsidizing the housing costs of a network of members 

and friends of the community. Grace and Main members commit themselves to a regular 

schedule of prayer, while also gathering regularly to pray together. Additionally, Grace 

and Main has practiced solidarity in a wide variety of ways including grassroots 

organizing against slumlords, setting up informal networks of transportation, and starting 

the city’s first Urban Farm and first Tool Library. Solidarity is further practiced by 

incorporating people who are directly affected by homelessness, poverty, addiction, 

hunger, and other injustices into our shared life, leadership, and decision-making. 

Grace and Main’s membership structure is perhaps best imagined as a set of 

concentric circles. The interior circle of our membership is comprised of those who have 

named this community and its “little rule” as their vocation and have made a commitment 

to shared life and resources in our own particular way. This core group is most commonly 

referred to as “leadership” and demonstrates the greatest depth of commitment to our 

work and ways. It is also empowered to provide leadership and make decisions on behalf 
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of the life of the community. The second most interior circle adds our “regulars” to our 

membership. These are the people who have not made the full, vocational commitment to 

our work but who are still often present at the community’s houses, gatherings, prayers, 

and work. A third circle of membership includes those who think of themselves as 

connected to Grace and Main in some way, but who have no formal or explicit 

connection to the community. This includes many of our less regular guests at meals and 

in our homes, while also including people who are interested in the life of the community 

in some way, but remain largely unconnected. Finally, we think of a fourth circle of 

membership as those who are “friends” of the community and have some implicit, 

relational connection to our work and prayers. 

 The neighborhoods in which Grace and Main resides face a set of challenges that 

can be understood as a concentration of the challenges faced by the city. The median 

household income in our neighborhoods is $21,866.67,127 which is 62.1% of the number 

for the wider city of Danville. In terms of the poverty level, the median household 

income in our neighborhood is 88.89% of the federal poverty line for a family of four and 

107.08% of the federal poverty line for a family of three. The poverty rate in our 

neighborhoods is 40.86%, compared to the city rate of 21.5%. Finally, the crime rate in 

our neighborhoods is 128.31% of the citywide crime rate and 149.84% of the state crime 

rate.128 Furthermore, while it is not a problem, it is still relevant to our context of our 

challenges that the city is 49.8% “African American” and 43.3% “Non-Hispanic 
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White,”129 whereas Grace and Main’s neighborhoods are 69.05% and 27.83%, 

respectively.130 In short, our neighborhoods represent a distillation of the challenges 

facing our city.  

Outside consultants to the Danville City Council have estimated that there are 

“2,000+ boarded up homes weakening the Danville market.”131 Given the declining 

population of the city in recent decades and the apparent isolation of the city from 

geographical areas of population growth,132 some experts have suggested that “additional 

economic gains for Danville will not happen if serious attention isn’t given to the matter 

of Danville’s weak housing market.”133 As is the trend, this particular challenge is 

amplified in our neighborhoods, especially so in the Old West End. One consultant 

observed, “Although [the Old West End] has many well-maintained, and in some cases 

beautifully restored, houses, it also has many poorly-maintained and substandard 

occupied houses…and vacant, boarded houses.”134 While the city has been advised to 

find a means to “motivate responsible landlord behavior” and “discourage predatory 

landlords”135 in the Old West End, it has had no obvious regulatory successes. 

 
129 Ibid. 

 
130 “Dan River Region Health Equity Report 2017.” 

 
131 cbz Consulting, “Housing Market Evaluation and Recommendations for Strategic 

Innovations,” Consulting report (czb consulting, November 2014)., 32 

 
132 Ibid., 5. 

 
133 Ibid., 2. 

 
134 Mallach, “RE: Observations from Danville Visit November 25, 2013.”, 4-5. 

 
135 Ibid., 5. 



51 
 

I have the privilege of not only being a member and leader with Grace and Main, 

but also serving in a variety of particular roles as defined by my covenant with Grace and 

Main as its director. In my covenant with the community, we’ve identified six, specific 

roles that make up my particular vocation within the life of Grace and Main: “missionary, 

spiritual director, teacher, [community] representative, overseer, and worship 

coordinator.” 136 Two additional roles that make up my involvement, but that are not 

included in my director’s covenant, are serving as the executive director of Third Chance 

Ministries137 and as the community’s principal fundraiser. 

Significant Challenges 

An ever-present challenge in Grace and Main’s work is the threat of fatigue and 

its comorbid challenges of “burnout,” attrition, and apathy. The work that we do is at 

times beautiful, hopeful, and rejuvenating. However, at other times it is heartbreaking, 

exhausting, and physically and emotionally demanding. At several points in Grace and 

Main’s nearly ten-year history, we’ve grappled with the effects of fatigue in our 

community after particularly heartbreaking events and circumstances. When a beloved 

brother had a relapse, we all felt like we had lost our footing and struggled to find the 

energy to practice forgiveness and reconciliation when it was unclear whether or not he 

wanted it. When a sister’s rapidly deteriorating housing was combined with her anxious 

unwillingness to move into a more suitable location after months of searching, frustration 

was a looming threat to the relationship and increased not only our systemic anxiety, but 

 
136 This quote is from an internal document in the life of Grace and Main Fellowship 

that is included as Appendix C. 

 
137 Third Chance Ministries is an extension of Grace and Main. To see more, go to 

www.thirdchanceministries.com. 
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also her personal anxiety. When a dear brother and leader died after a sudden cancer 

diagnosis and stroke, our deep and shared grief tried us in new and unexpected ways. 

Fatigue is an existential threat to our work and has historically been overcome by 

depending upon each other to an even greater and more trusting degree. So far, fatigue 

has driven us closer together and has strengthened our bonds, but there have been times 

when it felt like it would break us. 

Another perpetual challenge in our work is our painfully limited capacity 

compared to the seemingly limitless need surrounding us. In our neighborhoods, there 

seems to be no end of hunger, homelessness, poverty, addiction, and discrimination. 

However, there are hard limits on our funding to meet those needs as part of our shared 

life and resources. Our community members’ commitment to simplicity means that our 

dollars stretch even farther than they might otherwise, but we’ve had to reimagine our 

work in new ways several times over the last nearly ten years to meet needs more 

completely as part of our shared life and our commitment to neighborhood solidarity and 

presence. We continue to strive not only to raise more money to do what we’re already 

doing, but to find better, more inventive, and more just ways to do our work. 

Finally, we face substantial challenges regarding the possible economic 

development of the neighborhoods in which we live and work. Many of the members of 

Grace and Main are at risk of displacement if their neighborhood is developed in ways 

that prioritize the production of economic benefit over the wellbeing of residents. This is 

especially the case in the Old West End neighborhood as the city explores, and acts upon, 

approaches to development that advocate the “surgical removal of the right structures at 
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the right locations” and the intentional prioritization of housing appearance and historical 

preservation in determining areas of focus.138  

The Project 

Questions and Goals 

The neighborhoods where Grace and Main lives and works are undergoing 

substantial change. This is especially true in the Old West End, the neighborhood of 

particular focus for this project. Furthermore, there are individuals and organizations who 

are, in some way, interested in the stabilization and/or flourishing of the Old West End 

and other, similar neighborhoods. However, there is an apparent disconnect between 

those who reside in the focus neighborhoods and those who make decisions that directly 

impact those same neighborhoods. This is evidenced by unengaged and under-engaged 

programs and interventions designed externally to the neighborhood but then 

implemented without a relational network or the involvement of the neighborhood’s own 

leaders. All of this together raises one principle question: how do we bridge the gap 

between the priorities and values of those outside particular neighborhoods and those 

within particular neighborhoods? In essence, how do we build community that crosses 

socio-economic barriers? How do we build the methods that are “adapted to the people” 

as E.F. Schumacher insists we must?139 

In A Quiet Revolution, John Perkins wrestles with these same questions in his own 

experience of community development and organizing. About outside leadership and 

 
138 cbz Consulting, “Housing Market Evaluation and Recommendations for Strategic 

Innovations.”, 32. 

 
139 Schumacher and McKibben, Small Is Beautiful., 203. 
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externally planned programs, Perkins writes, “their mistake was that they never extended 

that leadership base into the community itself. Leadership must eventually be indigenous 

to be effective.”140 Perkins is pointing toward the necessity of, among other things, some 

sense of shared power and mutual interest among those who are pursuing a shared goal 

within a neighborhood. However, shared power, mutual interest, and shared goals require 

some form of largely reciprocal relationship which is lacking in most cases. This missing 

relationship is likely the kind that Howard Thurman describes as a “primary, face-to-face 

relationship of gross equality”141 and which one community organizer connected to the 

life and work of Grace and Main called “public relationships, rooted in a shared vision of 

working together for a better community, with individuals who wanted to see things 

change.”142 It is not enough simply to examine the current depth or dearth of relationships 

in the Old West End. We must also consider how those relationships, or the lack of them, 

impacts the neighborhood, its residents, and the wider community. 

Accordingly, the project’s first goal is to identify the priorities and core values of 

neighborhood residents in regards to housing in the Old West End Neighborhood of 

Danville, Virginia, as well as what they view to be the neighborhood’s assets and 

challenges. The second goal is to identify the priorities and core values of outside 

decision-makers in regards to housing in the Old West End, as well as what they view to 

be the neighborhood’s assets and challenges. A third goal for the project is to decrease 

 
140 Perkins, A Quiet Revolution., 130. 

 
141 Thurman, Jesus and the Disinherited., 85. 

 
142 Nik Belanger, “Prologue,” in Building Power, Changing Lives: The Story of 

Virginia Organizing, 1st edition (Social Policy Press, 2015)., 4. 
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the disconnect between how these two groups understand each other and housing in the 

Old West End. Finally, a fourth and essential goal for the project is to involve 

neighborhood residents in ways that value their leadership, decision-making skills, and 

lived experience and expertise highly. 

Process and Methods 

 This project is a qualitative study using two different instruments to assess how 

interpersonal contact and increased familiarity causes change in how two sub-groups of 

participants 1) prioritize various factors of decision-making related to housing; 2) 

articulate their underlying value system that informs their decisions; 3) perceive the 

assets of the Old West End neighborhood; and 4) perceive the challenges of the Old West 

End neighborhood. The two instruments were used to collect data both before and after a 

set of common meals and conversations designed to create some sense of relationship and 

shared purpose. These meals happened on the same night and at the same time every 

week for three consecutive weeks. The meals were prepared by local restaurants after the 

restaurant was selected by the group of participants and individual meals were selected 

by each participant.  

 The two sub-groups were composed of a racially and socio-economically diverse 

group of participants. The group of neighborhood “insiders” was composed only of 

participants who lived in the boundaries of the Old West End at the time of the beginning 

of the project. The group of neighborhood “outsiders” was composed of participants who 

did not live in the Old West End at the time of the beginning of the project but who make 

decisions that have an impact on the Old West End by virtue of their profession or 

leadership position. 
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 The first instrument asked each participant to sort fourteen factors143 from “most 

important” to “least important” for a resident of the Old West End to consider when 

choosing where to live. The factors were written on laminated cards in an easy to read 

font and laid out alphabetically. Participants then ranked them in order of importance. 

The second instrument was a short interview144 directly following the administration of 

the first instrument that solicited values, perceived assets, and perceived challenges both 

directly and indirectly. These interviews were recorded and transcribed for coding and 

analysis. 

Analysis 

 I analyzed the first instrument in two particular ways. First, sub-group averages of 

ranked priorities were analyzed to test the relative confidence that groups had in their 

own prioritization of housing-related decision-making. In other words, if, in one sub-

group, priorities A, B, and C were of similar, average rank and priorities D and E were of 

similar, average rank, while there was a significant gap in average rank between priorities 

C and D, then the sub-group is demonstrating two groupings of priorities. Second, the 

degree to which average rank of priorities changed, possibly also converging or diverging 

between sub-groups, demonstrates how priorities shift because of the interpersonal 

contact and increased familiarity of the meals. 

 I analyzed the second instrument by coding and interpreting the transcripts of the 

interviews with particular attention given to values, assets, and challenges expressed 

explicitly or implicitly by participants. A number of emergent themes were recorded and 

 
143 See Appendix A for the list of factors. 

 
144 See Appendix B for the interview questions. 
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then all of the transcripts were analyzed again for the presence of emergent themes. 

Looking at how these factors change from before to after the meal demonstrates the 

impact of interpersonal contact and increased familiarity on how both sub-groups think 

about the Old West End and the values that guide this thinking.  

 The analysis of the data collected by these two instruments goes beyond a simple 

consideration of the static states of mind of participants when the data was collected. 

Rather, the analysis is chiefly interested in how perceptions and articulations change from 

before to after the meals because of interpersonal contact and increased familiarity. While 

the opinions of participants are relevant, considered, and analyzed, it is the average shifts 

in opinions that are most relevant to this project. The findings produced by this analysis 

were illuminating. In many ways, they conformed to my expectations prior to beginning 

the project. However, in a few, very relevant ways, they challenged meaningfully some 

of my expectations and the methodology of change and community development that 

informs Grace and Main’s work in our context as well as my own roles within that work.
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CHAPTER 4 

RESEARCH AND FINDINGS 

On the way home from the hospitality house where we spoke with Clarence about 

his fears and the shifting nature of power in the Old West End (OWE), my thoughts 

swirled through a constellation of vexing questions. Chief among them—and caught 

delicately between hope and cynicism—was one particular question: “would they act and 

talk like they do if they knew Clarence?” In this case, the “they” of my question was the 

same “they” that Clarence had imagined when he was talking about a group of higher-

income, predominantly white, professionals and retired people who had dreams of 

neighborhood redevelopment. However, the question was growing as I contemplated that 

“they” could very literally refer to anyone who didn’t live in the neighborhood (which, I 

must admit, is an awful lot of people). In its evolution the question became something 

less informed by my sympathetic anxiety for Clarence and more informed by a broader, 

systemic question: what impact does familiarity and relationship have on how we think 

about a neighborhood and its residents? If, somehow, the two groups could sit down and 

know each other in some personal way, would they still talk about each other instead of 

to each other? Frighteningly familiar with what Julia Dinsmore so eloquently named in 

her poetry as “the blame that lets us go blind and unknowing / into the isolation that 
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disconnects / your humanity from mine,”145 I wondered if outsiders to the neighborhood 

and long-term residents of the neighborhood could learn to “take another look” and 

discover that the people that were the solution for the neighborhood’s ills were already 

there and were too often identified as “the problem?” I wasn’t sure, but I knew how to 

find out. 

Given my social location and cultural background, I have had the privilege of 

hearing both insiders and outsiders speak openly about what they think about the OWE. 

What has routinely struck me about the various people in the OWE has been that 

everybody talks about housing, but not everybody talks about it in the same way. Nearly 

everyone is aware of the importance of housing in a neighborhood, but there seems to be 

no clear consensus of why it’s important or what’s important about it. Therefore, 

housing-related decision-making—how people decide where to live, what to value in a 

neighborhood/house, and the intrinsic purpose of housing—becomes also a 

demonstration plot for the study of community and relationship development. As such, if 

we’re able to cultivate person-focused approaches to housing, we can then cultivate 

person-focused approaches to other important resources and needs. 

Determining the impact of interpersonal contact and increased familiarity on 

housing-related decision-making among two different groups of people connected to a 

particular neighborhood requires measuring how study participants shift in their 

understanding of a variety of factors from before to after their time together. As such, this 

study was designed to determine the shifts in these factors as a means of determining the 

 
145 Julia K. Dinsmore, My Name Is Child of God...Not “Those People”: A First 

Person Look at Poverty (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress Publishers, 2007)., 21. 
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potential impact of interpersonal contact and increased familiarity on housing-related 

decision-making among two different groups of people. Specifically, this study analyzes 

the shifts in the priorities, values, perception of neighborhood assets, and perception of 

neighborhood challenges in the OWE from before to after a set of meals involving a 

diverse set of participants. With Clarence in mind, is there a way to bridge the gaps of 

contextual separation so that Clarence need not fear? I certainly hope so. 

Changes in Research Process 

 The research process proceeded as planned with three small exceptions to the 

plan: 1) not every participant was able to make it to all three meals because of 

unpredicted and unexpected conflicting events as well as emergent situations; 2) free 

conversation was more limited throughout all three of the planned meals in spite of the 

plan for the research process; and 3) guided discussion began in the first meal instead of 

the second as it was planned. These three exceptions to the research plan were of minimal 

importance and are clearly explicable and accounted for in the execution of the research 

plan. 

 The difference in planned attendance and actual attendance was accounted for by 

keeping track of which meals were missed by which participants in the analysis of data. 

Subjects that were discussed extensively at only one meal were kept in mind when 

looking at the shifts in prioritization among research participants who missed that 

particular meal. Further, there was one participant who missed two of the three meals 

because of an unanticipated work schedule change which could not be altered because of 

the nature of the participant’s job. Her conversation at the meal she attended was noted 

and considered in the findings, but her answers to the two research instruments was not 
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included in the data. This change did not cause the scope of the process to fall above or 

below the parameters for number of participants and so remains of minimal importance. 

 The research plan stipulated that guided conversation would begin in the second 

meal. By guided conversation, the plan means conversation that is prompted by me. After 

a time of conversation about the meal itself and an extended time of self-introduction, 

participants lulled into a silence that was broken by a number of participants prompting 

me to ask a question to start conversation. I obliged with a question prompting the 

participants to describe their own imagined, ideal housing and/or living situation. This 

was the only question asked and it led the group to extensive conversation and self-

disclosure that was largely free in nature, but it was a prompted conversation in the first 

meal unlike the research plan intended. Given that it was requested by participants who 

were evidently feeling a little anxious about silence in the wider conversation or who 

were eager to “get started” on the research, it seems to be an inconsequential difference. 

Its impact on the research itself was negligible if not absent. 

Emergent Themes of Conversation at Shared Meals 

 Over the course of three shared meals, there were myriad conversations and 

conversation topics. At the start of the meals, during unguided or “free” conversation, 

participants talked about many of the things that people at small gatherings talk about 

everywhere. That is to say, they talked about their families, recent local news, sports, the 

weather, children and grandchildren, and various other topics that might properly be 

called “small talk.” As interpersonal contact continued and familiarity was increasingly 

established between participants, unguided conversation shifted to topics related to 

guided conversation such as particular and notable houses in the OWE, zoning 



62 
 

restrictions, rent, ownership, and the question of just precisely where the borders of the 

OWE are. 

 Over the course of all three meals, there were a few recurring conversation topics 

during both guided and unguided conversations. These emergent themes occurred with 

some significance and regularity at each of the three meals: family, proximity to various 

resources and locations, city government, equality of opportunity, affordability of 

housing, property maintenance and upkeep, and socio-economic and racial diversity. In 

particular, the importance of family and social networks to the thriving and long-term 

success of the neighborhood were emphasized repeatedly. In an approximation of 

Howard Thurman’s “common environment for the purpose of providing normal 

experiences of fellowship,”146 we found that even small talk approaches significance as it 

lessened the distance between sub-groups In essence, person-focused contexts and 

person-focused conversations produce person-focused thinking. 

The first meal was dominated by conversation about family, home, employment, 

zoning restrictions, and neighborhood reputation. This was also, to my surprise, the meal 

with the most discussions by participants of the particular deficits of the OWE. 

Conversation about the OWE increased in optimism over the course of the meals, but this 

first meal contained a significant number of statements by all participants naming some 

deficit in the OWE. Early conversation was dominated by outsiders, who identified 

various causes of decline in the OWE. This was possibly because of blanket, cultural 

encouragement to those in positions of privilege and leadership to express their opinions 

in mixed social settings with a contrary discouragement to those from positions of less 

 
146 Thurman, Jesus and the Disinherited., 88. 
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cultural power. However, it also seems likely that the deficit-focused conversation of 

outsiders decreased insiders’ willingness to participate openly in the conversations at 

first. Joe identified schools as a primary deficit, while John named the decline and closure 

of Dan River Mills as a central cause of deficit in the OWE. Both Toni and Kenneth 

identified a bad reputation as a substantial challenge for the neighborhood, as well. 

Insiders pointed largely to systemic causes for decline such as inequity in government 

decision-making for Sherman and a myopic focus on housing appearance and historicity 

for Rose. Other emergent themes of conversation at the first meal include inequitable 

access to community resources, diversity, and public transportation. 

 Participants approached the second meal with a greater initial degree of 

familiarity because of the first meal. Conversation was already ongoing as participants 

arrived and was less focused on the project or the first meal than on various interpersonal 

topics. Conversations during the second meal were mostly concerned with family and 

finances. In terms of finances, participants talked about the relative cost of residence in 

the OWE, landlords, the affordability/feasibility of renting in the OWE, systemic barriers 

to home ownership, and the high cost of utilities.  

The discussion of utilities was the central piece of this meal’s guided 

conversation. When first broached by insiders, outsiders were quick to respond with 

particular fixes such as increased/better insulation, private and city weatherization 

projects, and city utility audits. This kind of solution-focused thinking is still different 

from person-focused thinking and seems to assume that the challenges of a neighborhood 

are due to a lack of knowledge or awareness. However, insiders pointed out that 
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relatively few residents own their homes and, as such, have a limited capacity to make 

physical changes to their homes even if they had the financial resources to afford it.  

Joe, an outsider participant, responded, “but if there’s not an enforcement 

mechanism for landlords to elevate the quality of their properties…in some ways that’s 

allowing the exploitation of people for money.” He was met with a chorus of nods from 

insiders. This moment represented to me the beginning of a shift away from solution-

focused thinking. After a number of insiders disclosed their average utility expenses and 

were met with shock from other participants, a few participants spanning both groups 

wondered aloud if affordability could be reasonably pursued with the cost of utilities as 

high as they are. After inhabiting a shared space for a few hours of conversation, 

participants are more keenly aware that the problem is more complicated than originally 

thought and, consequently, that people are being damaged by a system that does not 

prioritize them. In short, this shared space is increasing their awareness that John Perkins’ 

“something bigger” is involved.  

There was a clear sense of expectation in the room as participants arrived for the 

third meal. Not only were people asking about others and when they might arrive, but 

new arrivals were greeted with handshakes, loud greetings, and an occasional hug. 

Though it would be too grand to say that the participants were experiencing anything like 

solidarity or mutuality they were beginning to experience something like community in 

their own, particular way. Even though there was some interpersonal tension between 

various participants, there was also still a sense of welcome. What’s shocking is that this 

pseudo-community was built primarily not through substantive conversation but through 

shared space, meals, and selective self-disclosure. There was some vulnerability to their 
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conversations, but nothing inherently life-changing. It seems that spending time with 

people outside of our typical social contexts—in Thurman’s “common environment”—

makes us think in more person-focused ways.  

Having established a greater degree of familiarity and openness between 

participants, the third meal’s conversation turned to further exploration of the 

neighborhood itself and solutions to some of the articulated challenges and problems. The 

primary conversations concerned economic development, race, neighborhood 

infrastructure, potential displacement of residents by outsiders moving to the OWE, and a 

particular neighborhood association that was perceived by insiders as being exclusive and 

unrepresentative. Conversations about economic development and outside investment 

were primarily initiated by outsiders to the OWE, while discussions of inadequate 

infrastructure, displacement, and exclusive groups were primarily initiated by insiders to 

the OWE. This difference in focus is particularly interesting in that both groups were 

talking about who has the right to make decisions for the neighborhood, yet neither group 

named this as the key issue in the conversation. Their differences in how they articulate 

the problem is not yet remedied by their increased familiarity perhaps reflecting a need 

for more pointed conversation to establish a more common vocabulary if that is desired. 

Participants from both groups named an increase in friendliness, diversity, and 

equity as part of their “best case scenarios” for the OWE, with participants from both 

groups quoting members of the other group in how they articulated their scenarios. Other 

emergent themes of conversation at the third meal included outside funders and grant 

writing agencies, housing appearance, city government, and the renovation of houses in 

the OWE. 
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Priorities 

Changes in Participant Answer Confidence and Distinction 

 The first research instrument asked participants to sort a set of prospective 

priorities for housing decision-making described most generally as proximity to various 

locations and resources, housing amenities, financial burdens, and perceived safety and 

neighborhood quality (see Appendix A for the specific priorities sorted). This instrument 

was administered at least one week before the first meal and again one week after the 

third meal. Participant answers were recorded in rank order from one, for what the 

participant identifies as the most important priority, to fourteen, for what the participant 

identifies as the least important priority.  

These numbers were averaged across first the total set of participants and then 

either across the set of participants who live inside the neighborhood or the set of 

participants who live outside the neighborhood as was appropriate for each participant. 

This averaging was done with both before- and after-meal rankings. This averaging 

created an average priority both for the total and for the more contextual sets of insiders 

or outsiders. Lower numbers represent higher average prioritization, while higher 

numbers represent lower average prioritization (regardless of what priority each rank 

represents).147  

 
147 As such, though the particular priorities may differ, this average relative to sets of 

participants allows the researcher to discern levels of confidence in participant answers. 

For example, consider a scenario in which a group of participants give a roughly similar 

average to priorities ranked four, five, and six, as well as a higher but roughly similar 

average to priorities ranked seven, eight, nine, and ten, while maintaining a substantial 

gap in average prioritization between the two groups. This suggests two groupings of 

confidence in the participants’ aggregated answer. 
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The dataset does not demonstrate that participants draw a strong distinction 

between any two mid-level, adjacent priorities. That is to say, participants did not, in 

aggregate, demonstrate an ability to distinguish between, for example, “how close it is to 

a bus stop,” “how close it is to friends,” and “neighborhood reputation”—assigning them 

similar average values before meals. Rather, they demonstrated an ability to distinguish 

roughly between those three priorities and another set of priorities with similar average 

values to each other, such as “how close it is to a public space, “the kinds of businesses in 

the neighborhood,” and “how close it is to city services.” These groups of priorities are 

what I will refer to as “confidence groupings.” The difference between prioritization 

internal to a confidence grouping in negligible, whereas the difference between 

prioritization of confidence groupings themselves is significant.  

Further, I am stipulating that an increase in the total number of confidence 

groupings, both for the total and the insider/outsider sets, demonstrates an increased 

capacity for distinguishing between the importance of various priorities. Likewise, a 

decrease in the total number of confidence groupings, both for the total and the 

insider/outsider sets, would demonstrate a decreased capacity for distinguishing between 

the importance of various priorities. For example, if the average values of the priorities 

clustered into three groupings of priorities of similar average values before the meals, that 

suggests an overall ability for participants to imagine three tiers of priority into which to 

fit the fourteen priorities. If, after the meals, there are now four groupings of priorities of 

similar average values, then participants are able better to see distinction between degrees 

of importance than before the meals. 
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 Before the meals, there appear to be roughly four confidence groupings for the 

total set of participants (see Appendix D). After the meals, there appear to be roughly five 

confidence groupings for the total set of participants. The overall increase in confidence 

groupings from four to five suggests an overall increase in the ability of participants to 

distinguish between priorities in a meaningful way. Participant confidence seems to 

increase in high and very low priorities and decrease in mid-level priorities. That is, after 

getting to know each other better, participants are better able to articulate a few things 

that are really important and a few that don’t seem to be important at all, but they appear 

slightly less certain on the relative importance of the “somewhat important” factors of 

housing-related decision-making. The linear trendlines (see Appendix D) also 

demonstrate an increase in overall confidence. 

Before the meals, there appear to be roughly three confidence groupings for the 

set of participants living in the Old West End (see Appendix E). After the meals, there 

appear to be roughly four confidence groupings for the set of participants living in the 

OWE. The overall increase in confidence groupings from three to four suggests an 

overall increase in the ability of participants to distinguish between priorities in a 

meaningful way. But there seems to be a marked decrease in confidence in which factors 

are of lower priority after the meal, perhaps representing deeper awareness of the nuances 

of housing in the OWE by the members of the set of people living in the OWE. While it 

seems that insiders are still confident in a couple of things that are of very low priority, 

they are no longer as confident about how to distinguish the relative importance of 

priorities in the third confidence grouping (see the graph in Appendix E). Insiders after 

the meal struggled to find meaningful distinctions between the importance of “how close 
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it is to a bus stop,” “how close it is to a public space,” “how close it is to city services, 

“how close it is to medical services,” and “the kinds of businesses in the neighborhood.” 

Whereas some of the proximity-based factors were easier to distinguish in importance 

before the meal, they are now very nearly equal in average value among insiders with the 

exception of proximity to family, friends, and grocery stores. Sharing meals with 

outsiders seems to have produced a more holistic view of the neighborhood by insiders in 

which proximity becomes a boon or a bane more generally. 

Before the meal, there appear to be roughly four confidence groupings for the set 

of participants living outside of the OWE (see Appendix F). After the meal, there appear 

to be roughly six confidence groupings for the set of participants living outside of the 

OWE. The overall increase in confidence groupings from four to six is a striking change. 

In a broad consideration of outsider confidence, the most relevant finding is that outsiders 

increased substantially in confidence as to what factors are the most important. This 

seems to represent a deepening of confidence in high priority factors and a relatively 

consistent prioritization of other factors. 

Participants were, in aggregate, more confident in how they prioritized housing-

related decision-making factors after the meals than before the meals. However, they 

were more confident in different ways. Insiders show signs that that their thinking about 

housing-related decision-making has expanded and complicated, while outsiders seem 

more certain that they know how to make housing-related decisions “correctly,” which 

represents a simplification of their thinking. Interpersonal contact and increased 

familiarity have increased confidence, but in contextually-dependent ways that do not 
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necessarily challenge outsider confidence with the same vigor that they apparently 

challenge insider confidence. 

Areas of Convergence, Divergence, and No Change in Prioritization  

 To determine the areas of convergence and divergence of opinion in the ranked 

sorting metric (see Appendix A) between people who live in the OWE and people who 

live outside of the OWE, I first calculated the absolute value of the difference between 

insiders and outsiders in their average rank of each of the fourteen factors before the 

meals. Then, I calculated the absolute value of the difference between insiders and 

outsiders in their average rank of each of the fourteen factors after the meals. If the 

absolute value of the difference decreased from before to after the meals, I labeled it as 

an “area of convergence.” If the absolute value of the difference increased from before to 

after the meals, I labeled it as an “area of divergence.” If the absolute value of the 

difference remained the same from before to after the meals, I labeled it as an “area of no 

change.” 

Areas of Convergence. There was some convergence of prioritization from before 

to the after the meals in five of the fourteen factors. While a more detailed analysis of 

these shifts is available in Appendix G, there are three areas of convergence that produce 

interesting findings: proximity to public spaces, proximity to family, and whether or not 

utilities are included in the price of residence. 

Public spaces, and their perceived abundance or scarcity in the OWE, were talked 

about repeatedly during the meals with outsiders tending toward emphasizing their 

importance and insiders tending toward emphasizing their existing presence. Kenneth, an 

outsider to the OWE, said that parks should be a priority for development in the OWE, 
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saying in his second interview that “When you go to other cities, you see nice parks, 

clean parks, and it brings people together. That would be a nice something to invest in 

over there: a nice, clean park, [with upgraded] facilities there.” Both groups ranked 

proximity to public spaces as a lower priority before the meals, while both groups ranked 

it as a mid-tier priority after the meals. While there is some disagreement on whether or 

not the OWE is close to adequate public spaces, there is agreement on the relative 

importance of such proximity. 

Proximity to family was the highest priority of insiders prior to the meal, while it 

was a mid-tier priority for outsiders. After the meals, insiders have decreased their 

prioritization of it slightly while still holding it to be a high priority. Outsiders, on the 

other hand, increased their prioritization of proximity to family following the meals. 

Family was one of the most consistent and productive topics of conversation and it seems 

to have had the impact of cultivating agreement between groups. Citing the importance of 

the “barter system and support system that’s really right around you whenever you need 

it,” Toni, an outsider to the OWE, reiterated the necessity of “kin networks” that was 

discussed during meals by her and others. It cannot be ignored either that the discussion 

of familial and social bonds had an impact on how participants imagined the dichotomy 

of “us” and “them” at the meals themselves, granting all participants an opportunity to 

reconsider the social stratification that might ordinarily separate them from each other. 

Family is a powerful “lens for the moral imagination” that necessarily changes not only 

the way we think about each other but also the way we prioritize factors in decision-
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making, as Melissa Browning argues in regards to the impact of family on immigration 

decision-making.148 

 With utilities being such a major topic of conversation during the second meal, it 

was interesting to see how priorities shifted toward convergence following the meals. 

Insiders, perhaps emboldened by the opportunity to discuss utility cost in a group, ranked 

this factor substantially higher after the meal. On the other hand, once the data accounts 

for an outsider who was unable to attend the second meal because of a family emergency, 

there is no notable change in how outsiders rank this priority—they still see it as a matter 

of secondary importance. Given the shock and extended conversation, this is an odd 

finding. Interviews suggest that a few of the outsiders, like Joe and John, seemed to think 

there was little that could be done to remedy utility cost in the short-term for 

neighborhood residents with fewer financial resources. However, there is more agreement 

on this matter after the meals than before even if convergence is primarily achieved by 

insiders shifting more than outsiders.  

Areas of Divergence. There was some divergence of prioritization from before to 

after the meals in four of the fourteen factors. While a more detailed analysis of these 

shifts is available in Appendix H, there is one area of divergence that produces interesting 

findings: neighborhood reputation. 

 Outsiders ranked this factor as more important after the meals than before, but 

only slightly so and maintained that it was a mid-tier priority. Insiders, however, 

demonstrated a remarkable shift in priority—ranking it as the third most important factor 

 
148 Melissa Browning, “Reexamining Our Words, Reimagining Our Policies: 

Undocumented Migration, Families, and the Moral Imagination,” Journal of Poverty 13:3 

(September 8, 2009): 234–53., 249. 
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before the meals and the twelfth most important factor after the meals. Looking at the 

second interviews, it seems apparent that “neighborhood reputation” has had a dramatic 

change in meaning for insiders. Two insiders suggested that the term had acquired an 

uncomfortable, prejudicial connotation during the meals. In her second interview, 

Margaret, an insider who ranked this factor much lower after the meals, seemed 

strikingly less interested in what people thought about her neighborhood. She remarked, 

“I’ve gotten a lot more pride in my neighborhood and [its residents]…I think that 

commitment [to the neighborhood] means that you’re there because you like being there 

and you like the people there, not because you need it to be, like, the next best 

neighborhood.” When a mixed group of participants speak about the deficits of a 

neighborhood, those who have pride in the neighborhood become more sensitive to the 

particularity of the discussion. This is analogous to the experience of talking about your 

family’s problems: it’s okay for you and your family to talk about family problems, but 

seems intrusive and rude for others to do so without your explicit permission. Insider 

participants were largely proud of their neighborhood and, while they did not deny there 

were challenges, they bristled at the opinions of outsiders. This underscores the 

importance of asset-based thinking in diverse conversations about neighborhoods as well 

as person-focused theological language that holds the high value of all places and people 

as a given. 

Areas of No Change. There was no relative change in prioritization from before to 

the after the meals in five of the fourteen factors. This does not mean that the groups did 

not prioritize them differently, only that the absolute value of their difference has not 

changed from before to after the meals. While a more detailed analysis of these shifts is 
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available in Appendix I, there is one area of no change that produces interesting findings: 

proximity to friends. 

Calling “proximity to friends” an area of no change is misleading. While insiders 

ranked it as the fifth highest priority both before and after meals, outsiders increased their 

rank of this factor markedly from a mid-tier priority to a top priority. The importance of 

community, bridging social gaps, and hearing different opinions was routinely 

emphasized by nearly all participants. Furthermore, the meals themselves were something 

of an implicit endorsement of extended social networks. It is possible that insider opinion 

on this factor has remained static and of high priority because its importance was more 

immediately apparent to insiders before the meals and they’ve not learned much new 

about it during the meals. Likewise, it seems relevant that outsiders with higher levels of 

social mobility and capital might have found the discussion of the necessity of extended 

social networks in the OWE elucidating.  

Summary of Findings Concerning Priorities Before and After Meals 

 First, it seems clear that the ability of any individual participant to distinguish 

between various mid-level priorities is limited. However, participants increased in 

confidence in their ability to distinguish upper and lower tier priorities following the 

meals. Similarly, participants of both groups we better able to distinguish additional 

levels of priority when it comes to factors related to housing decision-making following 

the meals. 

There is substantial support for the thesis that interpersonal interaction and 

familiarity has an impact on the ways in which different people prioritize various factors 

related to housing. There are notable shifts in prioritization that correlate with subjects 
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discussed both explicitly and implicitly during the meals, such as proximity to public 

spaces, proximity to family, and whether or not utilities are included in the price of 

residence. Additionally, areas of priority divergence such as neighborhood reputation and 

the kinds of businesses in the neighborhood seem to track with conversation topics upon 

which there seemed to be little consensus during the meals. While discussed, these topics 

were not as amicably considered with some participants resenting what other participants 

said or were perceived to mean or intend.  

Values 

 Values, as discussed in this study, were generated by coding both the individual, 

qualitative interviews recorded at least one week before the first meal and also the 

individual, qualitative interviews recorded at least one week after the third meal. To read 

the particular questions asked in this instrument, see Appendix B. The interviews were 

coded, for, among other things, emergent themes and sentiments expressed explicitly or 

implicitly by research participants. Then, I recorded the number of participants in each 

sub-group of participants hat expressed some version of each emergent theme or 

sentiment at least once in their interview. I also recorded the number that expressed the 

contradiction or another alternative form of an emergent theme or sentiment at least once 

in their interview (see Appendix J for this more detailed data).  

For example, after initial coding of the qualitative interviews, it seemed that a 

number of participants expressed some version of the sentiment “The Old West End is 

safe.” I went back and examined each interview again looking for explicit or implicit 

endorsement by individual participants not only of the potential value “the Old West End 

is safe,” but also of the potential value “the Old West End is not safe.” These are not 
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necessarily exclusive statements as some participants expressed both a potential value 

and its contradiction and both were recorded as being expressed by the participant. By 

comparing the number of participants in each group that expressed a potential value, this 

study determined values actually held by the total set and particular groups both before 

and after meals. 

Safety, Violence, and Quiet in the Old West End 

Insiders to the OWE were certain that the OWE is a safe place before the meals 

and were largely unmoved in their conviction after the meals. One insider participant, 

Jonathan, said that he would advise his family and friends “to move over here to [the 

OWE] because it’s safer and plus everybody is friendly.” However, outsiders to the OWE 

seem to have been swayed by participation in the meals. While a majority of outsiders 

express a belief in the safety of the OWE before the meals, they no longer express either 

the value or its contradiction after the meals. Following the meals, outsiders seemed less 

certain about the relative safety of the OWE. This is an unexpected finding that 

demonstrates that the content of discussion may not always have a particular and 

predictable effect: insiders’ confidence on this matter was not persuasive to outsiders, 

who have come to know the neighborhood better through the meals but not yet well 

enough to believe insider perspectives over their own on matters of safety.  

Neither insiders nor outsiders seem to have been meaningfully challenged by the 

meals on their value concerning the peacefulness and quietness of the OWE. Insiders 

agree more that their neighborhood is peaceful and/or quiet, while outsiders likewise 

agree more that it isn’t. The meals and interpersonal interaction seem to have had 

negligible effect on building consensus as to this value. Whereas other analyses have 
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considered the impact of race on the perception of this value, controlling for race in this 

data did not produce a correlation. This value only showed a notable shift when the data 

was controlled for whether or not owning or renting had an impact on perception of 

peacefulness and quietness with renters being more likely to agree that the OWE is 

peaceful and/or quiet after meals than before. Perhaps this reveals that the influences of 

home ownership are indicative as to the question of whether or not the OWE is peaceful 

and/or quiet.  

Convenience, Access, and Proximity in the Old West End  

There is an apparent shift occurring from before to after the meals that is 

undermining confidence in participants that the OWE is really a convenient place to live. 

There was extensive conversation at the meals about what the OWE lacks and about how 

transportation inadequacies exacerbate these deficits. It is possible that participation in 

the meal and its discussions has expanded people’s expectations of convenience. 

Regardless, it should be noted that a majority of participants of the total set of 

participants and of both groups of participants still believe that the OWE is a convenient 

place to live before and after meals.  

There was no consensus among insiders as to whether or not living in the OWE 

facilitates or limits opportunities for its residents either before or after the meals. The 

same is true for outsiders before the meals, but not so after the meals. There is a growing 

consensus among outsiders that the OWE limits opportunities for residents with a 

majority of outsider participants expressing some version of this sentiment in after meal 

interviews. One outsider participant, Cathy, made this clear when she said that the one 

thing she would change if she could was to make sure “that everybody is given equal 
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footing, and everybody has an opportunity,” something she believes is not currently true 

of those living in the OWE.  

Discussion of downtown and the River District during the meals, including 

whether or not its redevelopment is a boon or bane to the OWE, seems to have had a mild 

effect on insiders causing them to focus less on these values after the meals. However, 

outsiders remain convinced that these nearby and economically developing 

neighborhoods are beneficial to the OWE, with Kenneth remarking that business 

development migrating from the River District to the OWE would be of definite benefit 

to the residents of the OWE. This is a trend in discussions of development, gentrification, 

and displacement within neighborhoods. Lack of familiarity with the social and familial 

fabric of a neighborhood leads to non-person-focused thinking about the neighborhood 

and leads people to imagine that all of a neighborhood’s challenges have solutions related 

to economic growth, a point disputed in chorus by Schumacher, Perkins, and Thurman. 

While outsiders might be aware that displacement occurs because of neighborhood 

redevelopment, they may not fully understand the damage it does to familial and social 

networks and the profound impacts of that damage on the wellbeing of neighborhood 

residents. Participants in this study developed a greater degree of awareness of the 

damage of displacement by interpersonal contact and increased familiarity through the 

meals, but without the imagination to see other solutions, they are left imagining that 

there’s nothing else that can be done. Person-focused solutions to neighborhood housing 

problems—that is, solutions that represent the values of the Kingdom of God—are not 

tried and found wanting, but unimagined and thus unknown. Changes requires not only 

mutuality, but also a grander, shared imagination. 
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The Purpose of Housing in the Old West End 

To determine the particular values of participants in regards to the purpose of 

housing, a number of values were considered based on the emergent themes and 

sentiments of the qualitative interviews recorded before and after meals. Three primary 

purposes were articulated in various ways by participants: 1) housing should create and 

preserve community and social resources; 2) housing should create and preserve 

economic benefit; and 3) housing should facilitate access and opportunity for residents. 

It seems evident in the analysis of these values that the meals have had negligible 

impact on how these values are expressed. All values were expressed by a majority of 

both groups both before and after the meals. Likewise, there is no apparent recognition by 

participants that these values may, at times, be contradictory to each other. Rather, 

participants seem to be saying a lot about housing but not giving specific consideration to 

whether or not their opinions remain consistent. As a group, the participants are not 

certain what housing is for in the neighborhood. 

As to who housing in the neighborhood is for, there is also strikingly little change 

of opinion from before to after the meals. Outsiders prefer to say that housing in the 

OWE should be focused on appealing to non-residents, while insiders confidently say 

that housing in the OWE needs to be focused more on supporting current residents. 

Insiders demonstrate no sympathy for outsider opinion, while outsiders demonstrate some 

sympathy for insider opinion in this regard. Fundamentally, this is a difference in 

perspective rooted in questions of control and perceived benefit. Insiders, with their more 

community-driven mindsets, tended to believe that the OWE was “theirs” and was 

designed to benefit them and their neighbors. On the other hand, outsiders tended to 
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believe that the OWE would thrive or wither based on its ability to appeal culturally and 

economically to city residents at large. 

Summary of Findings Concerning Values Before and After Meals 

 The primary values expressed by insiders underwent no major shift and 

remarkably little change from before to after the meals. The primary values expressed by 

outsiders demonstrated substantial shifts and notable change from before to after the 

meals. The steadiness of insider values and the substantial shifting of outsider values 

from before to after the meals is a significant finding. The discussion and increased 

familiarity accomplished at the meals seems to have shifted thinking in a number of 

ways, but not necessarily in a predictable way. Insiders and outsiders did not seem to 

agree more following the meals, but they did seem to be having more of the same 

conversations and engaging on more of the same ideas. 

 If, as the prophets suggest, housing is emblematic of well-being, then residential 

stability must be its foundation in the 21st century. While residential stability may not be 

sufficient to solve all of the problems faced by a person or neighborhood, it is a necessary 

plank of any person-focused approaches to housing within the Christian theological 

framework. Outsider focus on neighborhood redevelopment as an economic force must 

be tested thoroughly by Thurman’s theological insistence that efficient, non-person-

focused approaches are contradictory to the intent of development.  

Perceived Assets 

 Assets, as discussed in this study, represent the qualities and things identified by 

participants during the qualitative interviews both before and after meals as an advantage 

or a strength of the Old West End. Assets identified by any participant in the coded 
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transcripts of their interview were checked against all other interviews to determine if this 

was an asset identified by more than one participant. When multiple participants 

identified something as a neighborhood asset, it was noted. A more comprehensive list of 

perceived assets is available in Appendix K. Insider assets tend toward the 

neighborhood’s social factors and its proximity to essentials. Outsider assets tend toward 

the neighborhood’s economic factors, but a notable shift in asset identification by 

outsiders is the tendency to report neighborhood’s diversity and social network as assets 

after meals.   

Assets as Identified by Insiders to the Old West End 

 Both before and after the meals, insiders named the peacefulness and pleasantness 

of the OWE as one of its assets. Numerous times in her post-meal interview, Louise, a 

participant who lives in the OWE named some version of this asset in varying words, 

commenting once, “like I say, it’s a lot of good about it, more good than bad.” This is 

especially notable when you consider that Louise did not identify this as an asset prior to 

the meal and is now agreeing with other participants’ opinions about the OWE. 

 Also, before and after the meals, insiders named the OWE’s proximity to their 

place of work as one of its assets. The identification of this asset, however, shows no 

substantial change from before to after the meals and correlates to employment status 

with employed insiders uniformly agreeing that it’s an asset and unemployed insiders 

failing to note it. Likewise, participants did not identify their own particular means of 

transportation as neighborhood assets, likely because of alack of training in the 

particularities of asset-based community development. 
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Additionally, before and after the meals, insiders named the OWE’s social 

network as an asset. This asset relates to the priorities of proximity to family and 

proximity to friends previously discussed, as seen in Rose’s response that “It’s close to 

people that we care about, so we really like that we can walk to and from friends’ 

houses.” This also points to the insider tendency to imagine the neighborhood as a 

collection of people more than as a collection of residential and commercial spaces. 

 While insiders identified the OWE’s proximity to downtown and/or the River 

District as an asset before the meals, they did not do so after the meals. This is directly 

related to a value discussed previously that insiders did not express. However, it is 

conceivable that somebody would identify proximity as an asset for them personally or 

for a number of residents of the neighborhood without asserting that it is existentially 

good for the neighborhood itself, as seems to be the case here, when Margaret identifies 

some of the assets of the River District and mentions the OWE’s proximity, but also 

expresses concern for the impact of economic development on the OWE. These mixed 

sentiments were also expressed previously in the trend of insider confidence about 

proximity to various locations being of mixed priority. 

Assets as Identified by Outsiders to the Old West End 

 Before and after the meals, proximity to downtown and/or the River District was 

named as an asset by outsiders, with Toni commenting, “the [OWE] is really close to a 

lot of the amenities of downtown. It feels central to a lot of different things.” Given that 

outsiders also express the value that this proximity is of benefit to the OWE, it is 

unsurprising that they also view it as a net asset to this neighborhood where they don’t 

live. 



83 
 

 Also, before and after the meals, outsiders name housing appearance as an asset 

for the OWE. However, there is less uniformity of opinion following the meals. Housing 

appearance, in this case, should be distinguished from considerations of the quality of 

housing in the OWE as many outsiders spoke freely of how beautiful some of the houses 

were, while also wondering what condition they were in and/or wondering how 

expensive they would be to renovate. 

It is a significant finding that both diversity and the neighborhood’s social 

network were named by outsiders as assets of the OWE following the meals. Particularly 

notable in this case is the rapid rise of diversity as an asset which was barely mentioned 

before the meals by outsiders, but identified as an asset by a majority of outsiders after 

the meals. While discussing how he thought his views might have changed after the 

meals, Joe noted “…the people that live there, the neighbors…and a sense of community 

that maybe before I didn’t quite have an understanding of or respect for.” Interpersonal 

contact and increased familiarity cultivates person-focused thinking and person-focused 

thinking requires an expansion of imagination for outsider participants. Their ideas are 

changing, even if their confidence in their ideas is not. 

Summary of Findings Concerning Assets of the Old West End 

 The meals themselves seem to have slightly decreased insider confidence in the 

assets of the OWE, while also confirming the group’s opinion that OWE is a peaceful 

and/or pleasant place to live. While insiders seem to be expressing more concern and 

trepidation regarding the OWE’s proximity to downtown and the River District, outsiders 

are consistent in their opinion that the same proximity is an asset to the OWE. The most 

notable impact of the meals on outsider assessment of OWE assets seems to be an 
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increased awareness of the role and importance of social networks and diversity for the 

health and wellbeing of the neighborhood. Interpersonal contact and increased familiarity 

between participants seem to be gradually changing how the assets of the neighborhood 

are perceived by both insiders and outsiders.  

 How we identify the assets of our places and people will inevitably form our 

imaginations of asset-based and person-focused solutions. Repeated social contact, even 

when unfocused and seemingly insignificant, primes us to think in more person-focused 

ways about the problems with which others struggle simply because the problems acquire 

a personal connection. If we imagine with Kelly Johnson that the future of Christian 

responses to inequality and poverty involves the abandoning the conviction that the 

“philanthropic use of wealth is properly the center of Christian economic ethics,”149 then 

we must do so in order to assert that the benefit of those made in God’s image is 

“properly the center of Christian economic ethics.” A particularly Christian response to 

housing insecurity must necessarily prize people over things or money or it is not 

particularly Christian. 

Perceived Challenges 

Challenges, as discussed in this study, represent the qualities and things identified 

by participants as a disadvantage or a weakness of the Old West End during the 

qualitative interviews both before and after meals. Challenges identified by any 

participant in the coded transcripts of their interview were checked against all other 

interviews to determine if this was a challenge identified by more than one participant. 

When multiple participants identified something as a neighborhood challenge, it was 

 
149 Johnson, The Fear of Beggars., 98. 
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noted. A more comprehensive list of perceived challenges is available in Appendix L. 

Insider challenges tended toward concerns about equity: inequitable enforcement of city 

regulations, inequitable access to power, and inequitable upkeep of property by outsiders. 

Outsider challenges showed growth from being about infrastructure, zoning, and a 

recognition of socioeconomic tension to including concerns about displacement and 

several inequities such as inequitable access to power, inequitable upkeep of property by 

outsiders, and an inequitable cost of residence. That is to say, outsiders seem to have 

learned how better to see the challenges faced by the neighborhood through their 

interactions with residents. 

Challenges as Identified by Insiders to the Old West End 

 Two challenges were identified by insiders both before and after the meals: 

inequitable or restrictive zoning in the OWE and tension between socio-economic groups. 

There was no notable increase in the amount of support for either perceived challenge. In 

one story told during the meals, an insider touched on both of these challenges in a likely 

influential way. The story goes that he wanted to build a deck on the back of his OWE 

home, but was prohibited from doing so because of its visibility from a nearby street with 

a historical designation. However, when the city later bought the house from him, they 

built a deck that was, in his estimation, nearly identical to the one that he had intended to 

build. He cited his lack of resources and influence, as well as his race, as the major 

reasons why he was unable to do what the city freely did later. This story erupted into 

conversation that carried on for some time and the story was brought back up in post-

meal interviews by a variety of participants. Both insider and outsider participants were 

dismayed and disappointed by the story, but only the outsider participants seemed to 
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express surprise or shock at the story. As outsiders asked clarifying questions to try to 

understand the economic and regulatory underpinnings of the story, insiders added their 

own vigorous nods and anecdotes of similar experiences in the neighborhood. The 

participants who were, or had been, employed by the city or involved in city leadership in 

some way did seem eager to discuss how they imagine the decision was made, but their 

explanations did not appear to satisfy the emotional weight of the story even if some 

participants conceded that their speculation as to the reasoning might be true. This story 

was a formative moment in the conversations that is expressed in increased attention by 

outsiders to inequity in the OWE after the meals.  

  It is also notable that these two mentioned challenges were the only challenges 

agreed upon by insiders prior to the meals. After the meals, however, insiders added two 

new, perceived challenges: inadequate infrastructure, referring primarily to the conditions 

of streets, sidewalks, city lights, traffic signs, and water mains; and plans for the OWE 

being made without adequate resident representation. At one point in her post-meal 

interview, Margaret commented about “people who want to make it something that I 

don’t think it ever was because they have this idea of what the neighborhood they want 

is” and suggested that “they should just move to another neighborhood that already 

facilitates that idea.” There was perhaps no more clear assertion in any interview by any 

participant that outsiders and insiders are fundamentally divided as to whether 

neighborhoods are mainly for people or for the production of economic benefit. 

 It is worth noting that insiders were not dissuaded in aggregate from their initial 

convictions about the challenges of the neighborhood, but did identify additional 

challenges in the OWE after the interpersonal contact of the meals. This is another 
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example of how interpersonal contact and increased familiarity has a mutually formative 

impact on all participants and not only on outsiders to the context. Insiders had the 

opportunity to see the OWE again for the first time through the eyes and experiences of 

outsiders with whom they were becoming increasingly familiar and comfortable.  

Challenges as Identified by Outsiders to the Old West End 

 With the exception of tension between socio-economic groups, the majority of 

challenges perceived in the OWE by outsiders before the meals are related to either 

physical housing stock or to limitations on renovation and redevelopment. For example, 

outsiders express that the housing in the OWE was “abandoned,” “aging,” or of “poor 

quality”—a conviction that held for outsiders after the meals as well. Additionally, 

outsiders were concerned about whether or not they would even be able to upgrade or 

renovate a home in the OWE because of the challenge of expense of property upkeep and 

the challenge of inequitable or restrictive zoning. 

 Outsiders do seem to be aware before and after the meals that there is tension 

between socio-economic groups, but there is a heightened specificity in their awareness 

after the meals. For example, during the third meal, the particular group of redevelopers 

that had scared Clarence before this project started were a subject of considerable 

conversation with insiders sharing their own experiences to the shock of many of the 

outsiders. This conversation seems to have brought a level of particularity to outsider 

considerations of this challenge, leading Cathy to comment:  

I think that, and this has kind of been formed after hearing and listening to some 

people, there’s a desire to maybe not make it as diverse as it currently is…And 

that some of the people [attempting to redevelop the neighborhood] have kind of 

dropped hints or said certain things that make people believe that they don’t want 

it quite as, they don’t want it as diverse as it is today, which is sad. 
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In his consideration of how the meal conversations shifted his understanding, Joe 

expressed a kind of regret at this tension while also expressing an uncertainty that there is 

anything that could be done to remedy the tension. 

 The number of challenges in the OWE perceived by outsiders increased 

significantly following the meals. The kinds of challenges newly reported after the meals 

are of two types: lack of proximity to various resources and social forces displacing and 

disempowering residents. This second type of challenge is an extremely important 

finding for this project. There appears to be a transmission of concern from insiders to 

outsiders demonstrated by this change. For example, insiders did not much identify 

displacement specifically as a challenge, but outsiders do after hearing the stories of 

insiders. This transmission of concern is a product of increased familiarity and 

interpersonal contact. By knowing some of the people who could be displaced or harmed 

by unrepresentative neighborhood development, outsiders express a greater degree of 

concern than demonstrated before the meals. Outsiders see some challenges where 

insiders do not and it is a demonstration of increased awareness after meals and 

heightened concern for the wellbeing, security, and stability of residents of the OWE. It is 

this limited experience of mutuality that leads participants to the realization that “love of 

neighbor is linked intrinsically and foremost to justice…[and leads] us to look at other 

ways of implementing the command to love our neighbors that do not stop with 

giving.”150 By coming to this realization, outsiders have the opportunity to pivot into 

person-focused thinking not only in terms of housing-related decision-making, but also in 
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terms of how they imagine the “kin-dom of God.”151 Likewise, insiders are invited to 

offer hospitality to unexpected allies liberated from the tyranny of efficiency. In this 

vulnerable space, there is a seed of community that might grow into something mutually 

beneficial for both insiders and outsiders. 

Summary of Findings Concerning Challenges of the Old West End 

 The interpersonal contact and increased familiarity brought about by the meals 

seem to have increased the abilities of participants overall to identify challenges within 

the OWE. Both groups identify zoning inequities and inter-neighborhood socio-economic 

tension as challenges before and after meals. A majority of neither group identified 

inadequate representation in neighborhood decision-making as a challenge before the 

meals, but a majority of both groups did so after the meals. Together, participants were 

able to explore the depths of Perkins’ “something bigger” at the base of poverty and 

inequity in neighborhoods and come naturally to Perkins’ own conclusion:  

Only love will take me close enough to the people to share their real needs and to 

make them my own. This is important, because just as anything done in the 

business world is based on demand, anything done in developing a community is 

based on need, not just the needs projected by outsiders either, but those needs 

which the people can identify for themselves.152 
 

While insiders were less effusive about perceived challenges in the OWE, outsiders had 

no problem identifying what they understand the OWE’s challenges to be. Outsiders 

seem convinced, after the meals, that there are three existential threats to the OWE: 

insufficient financial resources, inequitable treatment of the OWE by outsiders, and 
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isolation from public goods. While insiders tend to agree with the second threat, they are 

of mixed opinion on the reality of the first and third threats. 

Concluding Remarks 

 There is beauty and power in what we might be tempted to call ordinary. There 

was nothing particularly special about the meals we ate together—they were delicious, 

but not remarkable. There was nothing uniquely hospitable about the dining room table 

around which we gathered or the chairs in which we sat and fidgeted. There wasn’t even 

anything particularly noteworthy about the people gathered as opposed to those who 

weren’t there. Yet, something beautiful happened for three weeks in the company of 

paper plates and talk about the weather. Somehow that place became sacred in an entirely 

ordinary and unremarkable way. The guests at the meals, regardless of what separated or 

distinguished them, found that their opinions on the priorities of housing-related decision-

making were converging not only, or even mostly, because of the conversation but also 

because of the shared time and space of the meals. But even more importantly, 

participants found that their concern one for another was also converging; their time 

together produced a transmission of concern from insiders to outsiders that led outsiders 

to express care for the wellbeing of the neighborhood and its residents, even if not to 

express the particular concerns that insiders saw. This was not an unexpected finding for 

me as a member of Grace and Main. Over the life of our community we’ve hosted 

hundreds of meals that focus on providing neutral space for interpersonal contact as well 

as creating a foundation for the development of reciprocal relationships that eschew 

traditional power dynamics. That is, at our meals, everybody serves themselves if they 

are able and sharing the meal is a necessity for those who come wanting to “help” or 



91 
 

“volunteer.” Over the years, these meals have been equalizing for all and uncomfortable 

for some. We’ve had many people from a variety of socio-economic contexts try to 

convince us to do meals more efficiently or to set up additional rules to make things more 

“fair” in how food is distributed but we’ve remained adamant: a meal is about much, 

much more than food and there are lots of places that do meals efficiently, but very few 

that do them intimately. 

The experience of mutual hospitality—even in only three weeks of it—was fertile 

soil for solidarity. Outsiders came to appreciate better not only the importance of social 

networks and socio-economic diversity in the OWE, but also the particular goodness and 

importance of their insider friends. Further, the meals seemed to have a more substantial 

impact on the values of outsiders due to the degree to which their relative awareness of, 

and familiarity with, the neighborhood changed through exposure to other participants. 

This person-focused pivot challenges the underlying economic calculus inherent to 

housing-related decision-making in the twenty-first century context of commodified 

housing and gentrified neighborhoods. It would be too grand to say that any one 

participant would behave in any markedly different way now than before the meals, but 

after three weeks of contact in a “common environment” where the focus was on relating 

and listening, things were beginning to change. It may just be a start, but it’s a beautiful 

one that promises good fruit from ordinary trees.



92 
 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS AND NEXT STEPS 

 Over the course of this project, my understanding of Clarence’s situation and core 

concerns has strengthened. The people who make decisions that impact his neighborhood 

and livelihood have a different set of priorities and values than him when it comes to 

housing-related decision-making. A pattern of decision-making that does not 

meaningfully include Clarence, and people like Clarence, is normative not only in our 

context but in most other municipal contexts—Danville is by no means unique in this. 

Clarence has reason to be concerned about displacement and if Clarence has reason, then 

so do those of us who stand in solidarity with him and people like him. Much to my 

disappointment, this project confirms one of our initial fears: there is a gulf of 

understanding between those who live in the OWE and those who make decisions that 

impact the OWE without living there. But something else discovered in this project fans 

the flames of our hope: it doesn’t have to be that way. 

 The essential disagreement between insiders and outsiders to the OWE is one not 

of malicious intent but of ill-informed disregard. Over the course of our meals and 

conversations, neither side seemed to participate in bad faith or to articulate blame for 

other participants. This is not to say that there are not those who maliciously and 

intentionally take advantage of the gulf of understanding between the two sides—

predatory landlords and apathetic government agencies come to mind most quickly—but 
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that the principal separation between insider and outsider participants is one of ignorance 

not intention. They just didn’t know each other and couldn’t imagine, from within their 

own limited context, what life was genuinely like for those outside their context. Instead, 

both sides default to the ways of thinking about housing, financial resources, ownership, 

and leadership that are “obvious” to those within their own social location and context. 

Outsiders tended to imagine that, while housing is sometimes unfair, it is essentially 

impartial and efficient and an economics-focused system that perhaps needed tweaking 

but not substantial change. Insiders, on the other hand, tended to imagine that, while 

housing is sometimes efficient, it is essentially an unfair system in the control of those 

with money and power. What plagues both insiders like Clarence and outsiders whose 

decisions might displace and harm Clarence is a failure of imagination. Neither side 

imagines a third supposition: while housing is sometimes economical, it should 

essentially be person-focused, which is a substantial, radical, and imaginative change. 

Project Summary 

 This project theorizes that interpersonal contact and increased familiarity between 

diverse participants is sufficient to begin bridging the gulf of understanding between 

people with different priorities and values concerning housing-related decision-making. 

This project further theorizes that housing is of high importance both in Christian 

scripture and theology as an extension of God’s essentially person-focused approaches to 

interaction and self-revelation.  

Historical, Biblical, and Theological Foundations 

 This project began by considering E.F. Schumacher’s idea of person-focused 

economics wherein people, and their benefit, are the highest priorities in an economic 
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system. This, Schumacher, insists requires “a conscious and determined shift of emphasis 

from goods to people.”153 Such a shift also requires us to cease imagining economic 

growth as an unqualified good in favor of imagining that economic growth is good in so 

far as it is person-focused. This leads Schumacher to the development of a three-part test 

for whether or not an economic decision is person-focused: 1) is it financially accessible? 

2) is it small enough in scope as possible while still being effective? and 3) does it affirm 

creative agency and freedom? By shifting Schumacher’s person-focused economics to the 

idea of housing, we discover immediately that housing in the United States has not been 

person-focused 

 John Perkins adds to this by theorizing that “something bigger”154 is at play in the 

deprivation and deficits of poverty than just the efficient machinations of a supposedly-

impartial economic system. Poverty is not an unfortunate accident from which no one 

benefits; poverty is a product of a system that prefers economic growth and limited 

benefit over people and their wellbeing. This leads Perkins to conclude that our pursuit of 

equity and justice in areas dominated by “something bigger” is necessarily economic in 

shape and effect.155 Housing, by extension, must also labor under the burden of 

“something bigger” with housing inequity not being some unfortunate accident either. 

Real change, Perkins seems to insist, would not just be some new houses for those hurt 

by the system, but the cultivation of an entirely new approach to housing. 

 
153 Schumacher and McKibben, Small Is Beautiful., 202. 

 
154 Perkins, A Quiet Revolution., 87-88. 

 
155 Ibid., 146. 
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Christian scripture and theology are replete with teachings concerning poverty 

and economics. Taking advantage of the poor is routinely repudiated by scripture and 

theologians alike and it is interesting to note how scripture and theology portray God as 

caring for little as much as God cares for the poor and disadvantaged. God’s economy of 

concern is inherently person-focused. These prohibitions, Walter Brueggemann argues, 

extend beyond prohibiting only active and intentional attempts at taking advantage to 

include the prohibition of benefitting from the supposedly-impartial economic systems 

that produce benefit for some at the unwilling cost of others. 

My focus shifted then to the work of Howard Thurman as a theory of how to 

move from our current system toward a more person-focused approach to housing. 

Thurman’s solution, originally crafted in and for the context of the mid-twentieth-century 

civil rights struggle, yearns toward the creation of solidarity and mutuality. Thurman 

prescribes “some primary, face-to-face relationship[s] of gross equality.”156 That is, 

Thurman imagines bridging the gulf of understanding between different groups of people 

by the cultivation of shared space where all participants are welcomed to participate in 

ways that are temporarily free of the bonds of their own social context. Thurman calls 

this a “common environment for the purpose of providing normal experiences of 

fellowship.”157 This charted a way forward for this project’s consideration of imagining 

new solutions to Perkins’ “something bigger.” 

This project then explored the Christian theology and history of the practice of 

hospitality as an example of Thurman’s “common environment” and “face-to-face 

 
156 Thurman, Jesus and the Disinherited., 85. 

 
157 Ibid., 88. 
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relationship[s] of gross equality.” While hospitality is one of the oldest Christian 

practices, its actual practice has varied over history. However, regardless of the social 

context that informs the practice of hospitality, hospitality always “implicitly challenge[s] 

bureaucratic rules that reinforce separation, isolation, and anonymity.”158 Hospitality is 

the creation of space where people practice welcome and inclusion regardless of 

“worthiness” or agreement. Thurman’s “common environment” and “face-to-face 

relationship[s] of gross equality” are not only fertile ground for change, but are also 

goods in and of themselves that are worthy of cultivation independent of any 

universalized or pragmatic benefit. 

 Having established the emergent need for person-focused housing-related 

decision-making, this project then considered the deleterious impact of non-person-

focused housing-related decision-making as seen in a large sample of failures in the 

history of housing in the United States. This sample included studying the abandonment 

of public housing, de jure racial segregation of housing, gentrification of neighborhoods 

for private economic benefit, displacement of residents during neighborhood 

development efforts, and homelessness. From there, this project assessed a number of 

person-focused models of, and approaches to, housing, such as the congregational and 

individual practice of hospitality, improved approaches to public housing, Housing First 

approaches to homelessness, housing cooperatives, and community land trusts. 

Local and Particular Context 

 With a historical, biblical, and theological foundation formed for the project, 

research and analysis moved to the local and particular context in which this project 

 
158 Pohl, Making Room., 162. 
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occurred. Specifically, this project occurred in the contexts of Danville, Virginia; the Old 

West End Neighborhood; and the intentional, Christian community of Grace and Main 

Fellowship. Using both history and data, the project analyzed Danville as being semi-

rural, economically poor, and still struggling with the legacies of racial segregation and 

the loss of the textile and tobacco industries locally. The OWE represents an 

intensification of the challenges faced by the city at large.  

Then, Grace and Main’s core practices and commitments to hospitality, mutual 

support, prayer, and solidarity with marginalized people were considered in turn. 

Additionally, some of the more significant challenges facing Grace and Main (fatigue, 

“burnout,” limited capacity, and living in neighborhoods that are being redeveloped) 

were considered likewise in turn. In this it was evident that Clarence’s struggle is also our 

own. 

The Research Question 

 The historical, biblical, and theological foundation of this project supporting the 

contextual analysis of Danville, the OWE, and Grace and Main led the project to one core 

question: how do we bridge the gap between the priorities and values of those outside 

particular neighborhoods and those within particular neighborhoods? In essence, how do 

we build community that crosses socio-economic barriers? At its heart, this question calls 

back not only to Schumacher, Perkins, and Thurman, but also to the Old Testament 

prophets who ardently used housing as an emblem for the wellbeing of families and 

individuals. If the gulf of understanding prevents genuine community and cultivates non-

person-focused approaches to housing, then we must find a way to bridge it. This project 
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tested whether hospitality in light of Thurman’s non-spatial neighborliness was sufficient 

to bridge the gap. 

Process and Procedure 

 This project endeavored to answer this question by using two different qualitative 

research instruments to assess how interpersonal contact and increased familiarity causes 

change in how two sub-groups of participants 1) prioritize various factors of decision-

making related to housing; 2) articulate their underlying value system that informs their 

decisions; 3) perceive the assets of the OWE; and 4) perceive the challenges of the OWE. 

These two sub-groups of participants were A) residents of the OWE and B) non-residents 

of the OWE who make, or have made, decisions that impact the OWE. Both sub-groups, 

called “insiders” and “outsiders,” were composed of a racially and socio-economically 

diverse group of participants.  

Both instruments were given at least one week before and again one week after a 

set of three meals at which participants had a wide variety of discussions concerning 

housing and other topics. The first instrument asked participants to rank a set of fourteen 

prospective housing priorities from most important to least important in terms of how 

someone in the OWE should prioritize them. Their answers, and more particularly how 

their answers shifted after the meals and conversations, were analyzed in a variety of 

ways including assessing their confidence in how to prioritize housing factors as well as 

the degrees of convergence and divergence of opinion between insiders and outsiders 

after the meals. The second instrument was a recorded interview asking a set of questions 

(four identical questions both before and after the meals and a new, fifth question asked 

only after the meals) designed to elicit the values that inform each participant’s housing-
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related decision-making, the assets they perceive in the OWE, and the challenges they 

perceive in the OWE. These interviews were transcribed then thoroughly coded for 

emergent themes and both manifest and latent sentiments. 

Key Findings of Research 

 Interpersonal contact and increased familiarity had a demonstrated effect of 

increasing participant confidence in how to distinguish between different levels of 

priority for factors of housing-related decision-making. Before meals, both insiders and 

outsiders were less able to distinguish between the relative priorities of the fourteen 

factors in the first instrument as shown by there being fewer clusters of similar priority. 

After the meals, there was an increase in the number of clusters of similar priority for 

both insiders and outsiders demonstrating an increased capacity to distinguish the relative 

importance of various factors of housing-related decision-making. 

 Additionally, interpersonal contact and increased familiarity seem to have resulted 

in a convergence of opinion between insiders and outsiders on matters discussed at length 

at the meals. There is some limited transmission of particular language used with both 

insiders and outsiders borrowing some unique language choices from other participants 

after the meals, but the primary transmission seems to be one of increased awareness 

from insiders to outsiders. Outsider participants reconsidered the importance of things 

like proximity to family, proximity to friends, and the function of utility price in housing-

related decision-making after the meals thanks in large part to extensive conversation 

around these ideas.  

 One somewhat surprising finding was in an area of divergence of opinion between 

insiders and outsiders following the meals: neighborhood reputation. The meaning of this 
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priority for insiders shifted dramatically after the meals. This seems to be due to the idea 

acquiring an uncomfortable, prejudicial connotation during conversation at the meals. 

Sensing that her neighborhood was being denigrated by outsiders, one insider named 

Margaret was adamantly less interested in what outsiders thought about the OWE. When 

discussing a neighborhood’s perceived deficits, it must be remembered that those who 

reside in the neighborhood may well take the identification of deficits as pejorative if 

sensed to be unfair or disempowering—a sentiment supported by Perkins.159 

 There was a limited shift in the values related to housing decision-making for 

insiders after the meals, but outsiders demonstrated substantial shifts and notable changes 

after the meals in an interesting finding. It is clear that interpersonal contact and 

increased familiarity shifted the way outsiders think in a number of ways, but it cannot be 

said that their thinking shifted in expected ways given the convergence of opinion and 

increased confidence demonstrated in the analysis of the first research instrument. It does 

not appear that insiders and outsiders agree more on the values that inform decision-

making related to housing after the meals, but they are speaking more similarly about the 

values after the meals than they were before the meals. They seem to understand each 

other better, even if they don’t agree more on the purpose, perceived quietness, or 

perceived safety of housing in the OWE. 

 In the analysis of perceived assets in the OWE, it is evident that interpersonal 

contact and increased familiarity change the ways that both groups of participants think 

about the assets of the OWE. There is a marked increase, after the meals, in their levels of 

agreement about what the assets are in the OWE. Perhaps most striking, though, is the 

 
159 Perkins, A Quiet Revolution., 149. 
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finding that interpersonal contact and increased familiarity don’t seem to require special 

depth to change the way participants think about people and places. Participants did not 

talk extensively about any one particular topic or come to many epiphanies at the meals, 

however they are thinking in more person-focused ways after the meals than before. Even 

limited and unfocused interpersonal contact and increased familiarity guides us to think 

more about people than about the problems, contexts, or systems that we might think they 

represent. 

 One notable finding concerning perceived challenges within the OWE was that 

while neither group identified inadequate representation of residents in neighborhood 

decision-making as a challenge before the meals, a majority of both groups did so after 

the meals. Time together around a table getting to know each other and hear stories about 

what each other’s life is like has effected a monumental change in participants: they 

believe strongly that neighborhood residents must be actively involved in decisions-

making for their neighborhood in order for it to be good and effective. They’ve arrived, 

on their own, at Perkins’ conclusion that good community development must push us 

“close enough to the people to share their real needs to make them [our] own.”160 It is in 

this shared space that borders on solidarity that we find room to confront the “something 

bigger” at the base of inequity in our neighborhoods. 

Following the meals, outsiders identified more challenges to housing and equity 

in the OWE than before. Interpersonal contact and increased familiarity led outsiders 

collectively to identify three existential threats to the OWE: insufficient financial 

resources, inequitable treatment of the OWE by outsiders, and isolation from public 

 
160 Ibid., 126. 
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goods. Insiders were of mixed opinion on the first and third threats, but agreed heartily 

with the second. Herein may well be the bridge we’ve been searching for—the bridge 

over the gulf of understanding between insiders and outsiders. In Thurman’s “common 

environment” where we experience “face-to-face relationship[s] of gross equality,” we 

may find room for mutual liberation: insiders from a discourse of disaster that surrounds 

their neighborhoods, and outsiders from complicity to a system that prefers economic 

benefit to the wellbeing of those who bear the “image of God” upon them. 

Possible Avenues of Additional Research 

 In the course of completing this project, a few areas of possible, additional 

research became apparent. First, once the data was produced from the first instrument it 

was immediately apparent that there were a number of other angles that could produce 

significant findings. This project was delimited to the consideration of the shifts relative 

to participant residence inside or outside of the OWE, however it would certainly be 

interesting to consider the data as analyzed relative to other demographics such as race, 

home ownership status, income bracket, age, and/or level of church involvement to name 

but a few. For example, a cursory glance at how these priorities shift from before to after 

the meals relative to the race of participants shows convergence of opinion in, 

remarkably, eight of fourteen priorities. 

 Second, it would be interesting to reproduce the research process and procedure in 

other neighborhoods within Danville, such as the nearby Westmoreland neighborhood 

with its similar socio-economic profile and rich tradition of community organizing and 

civil rights activism. Equally as interesting would be to reproduce the process in more 

distant and more economically advantaged neighborhoods such as Forest Hills, Grove 
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Park, or Southwyck Farms. Reproducing this process in other neighborhoods would be a 

further test of the effect of interpersonal contact and increased familiarity on housing-

related decision-making.  

 Third, as the meals were coming to an end, I imagined it would be particularly 

interesting to reproduce the research process with both more meals and more interviews. 

A possible structure that could generate findings on the longer-term impact of 

interpersonal contact and increased familiarity might do a series of nine to twelve meals, 

administering the research instruments after every three meals. This would identify long-

term impacts, as well as confirm or deny there being a trend toward greater understanding 

and solidarity after meals. It would be further interesting to re-administer the instruments 

six and twelve months after the last meal to assess if there is a decay in agreement and/or 

awareness over time without intentional contact. 

 Fourth, it would be more challenging but perhaps more revelatory to reproduce 

this research process with the same two sub-groups but adding one additional sub-group: 

landlords who own/lease property in the OWE. Such a process would provide not only an 

additional perspective on the central questions of this project, but also demonstrate how 

opinions shift in a more complicated ideological environment. Would a plurality of 

opinions decrease the convergence effects? Would a three-group-gathering produce more 

or less familiarity? 

Areas of Larger Significance and Benefit 

 One area of larger significance and benefit produced by this project was the new 

relationships nurtured in this project that persist in some fashion after the meals. 

Certainly, I feel closer to most of the research participants after the meals, but it is also 
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the case that relationships between participants were created or strengthened because of 

the meals and conversations at the heart of the research process.  

 Another area of larger significance and benefit produced by this project is a 

wealth of data regarding the housing-related decision-making priorities and values of, as 

well as the assets and challenges perceived by, residents of the OWE. Since the OWE is a 

primary neighborhood in which Grace and Main lives and functions, this data helps to 

further inform our asset-based approach to community development and organizing. 

Further, data produced by outsiders to the OWE helps us and our neighbors better to 

understand priorities and approaches of city government agencies, local nonprofit 

organizations, and local congregations. This data set is still too small to be representative, 

but given the dearth of data about resident opinion and priority it points toward a better 

data set that could be built with the same, or similar, instruments. 

 Perhaps the area of largest significance and benefit that I am most excited about, 

however, is Grace and Main’s ongoing work related to housing stability and accessibility 

in Danville as well as its implications for other semi-rural and rural areas. This project 

began a process of organizational development and strategic planning that has already 

resulted in some grant funding for exploring the establishment of a person-focused 

community development corporation focused on housing solutions for semi-rural and 

rural areas. In the coming months, I will work with consultants and housing experts—

many of whom I met as part of this project—to continue to design an organization that 

puts the findings of this project and asset-based principles of community development to 

work in increasing housing stability and resident-led development of the neighborhoods 

that we call home. 
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Conclusion 

 After all this, I still don’t know what to tell Clarence about whether or not he’d be 

better off getting out of the Old West End before “they” come and force him out of the 

neighborhood. I can’t say for certain that Clarence will be forced out of the 

neighborhood, because I certainly imagine an OWE that includes Clarence and I know 

that we’d like to help Clarence stay put as our neighbor. However, I also cannot say that 

Clarence won’t face tremendous pressure to move—to be displaced—if outside priorities 

and values continue to deem that economic benefit is of more importance than the 

wellbeing of existing residents. I hoped when this project started that I might be able to 

hand the final draft to Clarence with a confident answer that could judge the tie between 

what his experience tells him—“go”—and what his hope holds out for—“stay.”  

Though I can give Clarence a copy of this project, I cannot give him a single go-

or-stay answer. Instead, I have a few different answers and one question. Yes, Clarence, 

insiders and outsiders think differently about the neighborhood, have different priorities 

when it comes to housing-related decision-making, and feel very differently about what 

the purpose of housing is in the first place. Yes, Clarence, there are people in our city, 

and all over the country and world, who prefer the personal economic benefit produced 

by the commodification of housing and gentrification of neighborhoods over the 

wellbeing of people they largely do not know. Yes, Clarence, displacement is a very real 

threat to you and your family as well as me and my family—though we both know it’s 

more threatening to you than me in large part because of my relative socio-economic, 

educational, and racial privileges. Yes, Clarence, there are people who believe that your 
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leadership is less valuable, your knowledge is less important, and your opinions are less 

relevant because of where you live and what you care about; these people will use this 

belief to justify making decisions for you with the argument that their relative privilege 

better qualifies them to make decisions in ways that benefit everybody. No, Clarence, I 

don’t agree with them and neither should you or anybody else in the neighborhood. But 

most importantly, Clarence, all of that changes when they spend time with you and us. 

No, Clarence, we’re not going anywhere and, although we won’t blame you if you do, we 

hope you won’t leave. People need to get to know you and people like you, Clarence. 

They literally don’t know what they’re missing. We know they’ll think differently about 

the neighborhood when they’ve looked you in the eyes and shared a meal and 

conversation with you. You’ll think differently too, Clarence. Around that table, where 

everyone is free to be truly themselves and not some representative of some group, cause, 

or agenda, we’re going to build “primary, face-to-face relationship[s] of gross equality” 

and we’re going to tear apart that “something bigger” that haunts our neighborhood and 

the lives of everybody at that table (whether they know it or not). So yes, Clarence, I 

think we can do better—I think we can do person-focused housing. How about you? 
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APPENDIX A 

 

A LIST OF THE FOURTEEN FACTORS OF HOUSING-RELATED DECISION-

MAKING USED IN INSRUMENT 1 
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Research participants were asked to sort the following fourteen factors from “most 

important” to “least important” for a resident of the Old West End to consider when 

choosing where to live. The factors were presented to them on laminated cards, in 

alphabetical order, and without the numbers included in this appendix. 

1. How close it is to a bus stop 

2. How close it is to a grocery store  

3. How close it is to a public space (e.g., a park) 

4. How close it is to city services (e.g., social services or the courthouse)  

5. How close it is to family 

6. How close it is to friends 

7. How close it is to medical services 

8. How safe people think it is 

9. If it allows pets 

10. If it is already furnished 

11. If utilities are included in price 

12. Neighborhood reputation 

13. Price 

14. The kinds of businesses in the neighborhood 
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APPENDIX B 

A LIST OF THE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS USED IN INSRUMENT 2 
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Research participants were asked four questions in the first interview and encouraged 

to give a thorough answer. In the second interview, they were asked the same four 

questions and also the fifth question: 

 

1. What are some advantages of living in the Old West End? 

2. What are some challenging things about living in the Old West End? 

3. If you could change only one thing about the Old West End, what would it be? 

4. If you live in the Old West End, why? If you don’t live in the Old West End, why 

not? 

5. How do you think your views of the Old West End have changed since the first 

time you answered these questions? 
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APPENDIX C 

COVENANT FOR THE SPIRITUAL DIRECTOR OF GRACE AND MAIN 

FELLOWSHIP 
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“...your leaders are keeping watch over your souls and will give an account. Let them do 

this with joy and not with sighing—for that would be harmful to you.”  – Hebrews 13:17b 

 

“If I proclaim the gospel, this gives me no ground for boasting, for an obligation is laid 

on me, and woe to me if I do not proclaim the gospel! For if I do this of my own will, I 

have a reward; but if not of my own will, I am entrusted with a commission. What then is 

my reward? Just this: that in my proclamation I may make the gospel free of charge, so 

as not to make full use of my rights in the gospel.” – 1 Corinthians 9:16-18 

 

 

Knowing that I have been called by Christ to be his disciple, being a member and leader 

of this particular community, and also proclaiming a calling to care for, shepherd, and 

tend those associated with this fellowship, I commit to form and be formed by the 

following roles within this community as its abbot: 

 

 

1. Missionary – I commit myself to serve my community in this way, by assembling 

others around me to engage in local, intentional, and relational service. This will 

include the development of service opportunities, the training of our members in 

ways of service, and the organization of intentional and missional service. 

 

2. Spiritual Director – I commit myself to serve my community in this way, by the 

process of spiritual friendship and companionship both within Grace and Main 

Fellowship and in the intentional service area of Danville, Virginia. I will make 

myself available to hear the stories of our people, to offer direction, correction, 

and to provide instruction and guidance in spiritual disciplines for the purpose of 

making disciples of Jesus Christ. 

 

3. Teacher – I commit myself to serve my community in this way, by teaching and 

educating those associated with Grace and Main Fellowship in matters related to 

the Christian faith, the Christian scriptures, and Christian practice. I will keep the 

education of my people as a high priority, knowing that the development of 

disciples and leaders from within Grace and Main Fellowship will be to the 

benefit of not only Grace and Main Fellowship, but also Danville, Virginia, and 

the world at large. 

 

4. Representative – I commit myself to serve my community in this way, by 

representing and speaking on behalf of Grace and Main Fellowship with other 

ministers, care providers, congregations, and communities. I will keep my 

community aware of the wide-ranging network of partners and supporters and 

encourage other leaders to act as representatives on behalf of Grace and Main 

Fellowship to enrich the congregational landscape and be a good friend and 

servant to local congregations. 

 

5. Overseer – I commit myself to serve my community in this way, by overseeing 

the affairs and organization of Grace and Main Fellowship. I will bring concerns 



117 
 

that affect the community to other leaders for them to pray about and decide as 

the Spirit moves us all. I will take preliminary steps to understand the concerns to 

then be brought forward for a community decision. 

 

6. Worship Coordinator – I commit myself to serve my community in this way, by 

organizing, planning, and leading in worship as needed in a way that draws 

attention to God Almighty as the object of our adoration. I will involve and 

engage the membership of Grace and Main Fellowship, as well as myself, in the 

development, leadership, and practice of weekly worship. 

 

I make these commitments in the presence of my brothers and sisters of Grace and Main 

Fellowship and in the sight of the Lord God who is our Judge, and also who is Love 

itself.  

 

I commit to annual evaluations of my service by the leadership of Grace and Main 

Fellowship and will listen with open mind and heart to my brothers and sisters as they 

help guide me to be the abbot that Grace and Main Fellowship needs. 

 

I understand that this covenant is made for 2 years and commit to being present fully for 

the duration of this commitment. I also understand that this covenant is renewable as my 

agreed upon term of commitment comes to an end. 

 

 

X______________________________  X____________________________ 

Spiritual Director,                 Representative of the Leadership,  

Grace and Main Fellowship        Grace and Main Fellowship 

Date Signed:   

       X____________________________ 

Date of Expiration:               Clerk,  

   Grace and Main Fellowship 
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APPENDIX D 

TOTAL SET OF PARTICIPANTS CONFIDENCE GROUPING DATA 
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The following graph is of the average value of priorities expressed by the total set 

of participants from most important to least important both before and after the meals. 

This graph demonstrates a clustering of priorities with multiple priorities being roughly 

similar in importance as judged by the total set of participants before and after meals. 
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APPENDIX E 

INSIDER CONFIDENCE GROUPING DATA 
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The following graph is of the average value of priorities expressed by the set of 

participants residing in the OWE from most important to least important both before and 

after the meals. This graph demonstrates a clustering of priorities with multiple priorities 

being roughly similar in importance as judged by the “insider” set of participants before 

and after meals. 
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APPENDIX F 

OUTSIDER CONFIDENCE GROUPING DATA 
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The following graph is of the average value of priorities expressed by the set of 

participants living outside of the OWE from most important to least important both 

before and after the meals. This graph demonstrates a clustering of priorities with 

multiple priorities being roughly similar in importance as judged by the “outsider” set of 

participants before and after meals. 
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APPENDIX G 

FACTORS DEMONSTRATING CONVERGENCE OF PRIORITY FROM BEFORE 

TO AFTER THE MEALS RELATIVE TO INSIDER/OUTSIDER STATUS 

  



125 
 

• Areas of convergence included: 

o How close it is to a bus stop  

▪ Difference between average priority decreased from 3 to 0. 

• Outsider opinion decreased (5 to 9) 

• Insider opinion decreased (8 to 9) 

▪ This was also one of two factors where both groups decreased its 

priority after the meals. 

o How close it is to a public space  

▪ Difference between average priority decreased from 1 to 0. 

• Outsider opinion increased (11 to 8) 

• Insider opinion increased (10 to 8) 

▪ This was also one of two factors where both groups increased its 

priority after the meals. 

o How close it is to family  

▪ Difference between average priority decreased from 5 to 2. 

• Outsider opinion increased (6 to 5) 

• Insider opinion decreased (1 to 3) 

▪ Both groups seem to be moving to a midpoint of convergence, with 

insiders moving very slightly more than outsiders. 

o If utilities are included in price  

▪ Difference between average priority decreased from 4 to 1. 

• Outsider opinion decreased (4 to 5) 

• Insider opinion increased (8 to 4) 

▪ The two groups have very nearly swapped priorities after the meals 

but are closer together after the meals than before.  

o Price  

▪ Difference between average priority decreased from 2 to 1. 

• Outsider opinion increased very slightly (2 to 1) 

• Insider opinion increased slightly (4 to 2) 

▪ This was also one of two factors where both groups increased its 

priority after the meals. 
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APPENDIX H 

FACTORS DEMONSTRATING DIVERGENCE OF PRIORITY FROM BEFORE TO 

AFTER THE MEALS RELATIVE TO INSIDER/OUTSIDER STATUS 
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• Areas of divergence included: 

o How close it is to city services  

▪ Difference between average priority increased from 1 to 2. 

• Outsider opinion remained the same (11) 

• Insider opinion increased (12 to 9) 

▪ Insider opinion moved toward the slightly higher priority of 

outsiders and actually overtook it, while outsiders remained static 

in their prioritization of this factor. 

o If it allows pets  

▪ Difference between average priority increased from 0 to 1. 

• Outsider opinion increased (13 to 12) 

• Insider opinion remained the same (13) 

o Neighborhood reputation  

▪ Difference between average priority increased from 5 to 6. 

• Outsider opinion increased (8 to 6) 

• Insider opinion decreased (3 to 12) 

▪ The two groups are less close to agreement on the importance of 

this factor after the meals, primarily because of the tremendous 

decrease of prioritization for insiders.  

o The kinds of businesses in the neighborhood  

▪ Difference between average priority increased from 2 to 4. 

• Outsider opinion decreased (12 to 13) 

• Insider opinion increased (10 to 9) 

▪ Both groups have moved away from a midpoint between their pre-

meal prioritizations but only very slightly. However, since their 

shifts are in opposite directions it increases their disagreement.  
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APPENDIX I 

FACTORS DEMONSTRATING NO CHANGE IN DIFFERENCE OF PRIORITY 

FROM BEFORE TO AFTER THE MEALS RELATIVE TO INSIDER/OUTSIDER 

STATUS 
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• Areas of no change included: 

o How close it is to a grocery store  

▪ Difference between average priority remained 2. 

• Outsider opinion remained the same (4) 

• Insider opinion remained the same (6) 

o How close it is to friends  

▪ Difference between average priority remained 2. 

• Outsider opinion increased (7 to 3) 

• Insider opinion remained the same (5) 

▪ Outsider prioritization of this factor leapfrogged the static insider 

prioritization.  

o How close it is to medical services  

▪ Difference between average priority remained 3. 

• Outsider opinion decreased (9 to 10) 

• Insider opinion decreased (6 to 7) 

▪ This was also one of two factors where both groups decreased its 

priority after the meals. 

o How safe people think it is  

▪ Difference between average priority remained 1. 

• Outsider opinion decreased (1 to 2) 

• Insider opinion increased (2 to 1) 

▪ Both groups value this factor highly and have simply changed their 

priorities very slightly. Outsiders replaced this factor with “price” 

as their priority 1. Insiders originally had “how close it is to 

family” (now priority 3) as their priority 1. 

o If it is already furnished  

▪ Difference between average priority remained 0. 

• Outsider opinion remained the same (14) 

• Insider opinion remained the same (14) 
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APPENDIX J 

VALUES DATA 
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Value   
Before 
Meals Insiders Outsiders   

After 
Meals Insiders Outsiders   

                    

The OWE is safe    4 3    4 1   

The OWE is NOT safe    0 1    1 2   
Drugs are a problem in 
the OWE    

0 1    1 1 
  

Crime is a problem in the 
OWE    

0 1    0 2 
  

The OWE is violent    0 1    0 1   
The OWE is 
peaceful/quiet    

3 1    4 0 
  

                    
The OWE is a convenient 
place to live    

5 5    4 3 
  

The OWE is NOT a 
convenient place to live    

1 2    2 2 
  

Living in the OWE 
facilitates opportunity for 
residents    

1 1    1 2 
  

Living in the OWE limits 
opportunity for residents    

2 2    2 3 
  

The OWE is close to 
grocery stores and good 
sources of food    

1 1    2 0 
  

The OWE is NOT close to 
grocery stores and good 
sources of food    

0 2    1 3 
  

Being close to downtown 
and the River District is a 
good thing    

2 4    1 4 
  

Being close to downtown 
and the River District is a 
bad thing    

1 0    0 1 
  

                    
Housing should create 
and preserve community    

4 3    3 3 
  

Housing should create 
and preserve economic 
benefit    

3 4    3 3 
  

Housing should provide 
shelter    

0 1    1 0 
  

Housing should facilitate 
access and opportunity 
for residents    

4 4    5 4 
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Housing in the OWE 
needs to be focused 
more on appealing to 
non-residents    

0 2    0 3 

  
Housing in the OWE 
needs to be focused 
more on supporting 
residents    

4 2    5 2 
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APPENDIX K 

PERCEIVED ASSETS 
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Assets perceived by insiders before the meals: 

 
3/5 of insiders identify:  

Peaceful/Pleasant 
Proximity to Downtown and/or the River District 
Proximity to place of work  

Public Transportation  
Social Network  

 
2/5 of insiders identify: 
Churches  

Close to shopping  
Proximity to Grocery Store  

 
1/5 of insiders identify: 
Groups invested in its success  

Proximity to Medical Services  
Quality of housing stock  

 

Assets perceived by insiders after the meals: 

 
4/5 of insiders identify:  
Peaceful/Pleasant 

 
3/5 of insiders identify:  

Social Network  
Proximity to grocery store  
Proximity to place of work  

 
2/5 of insiders identify:  

Churches  
Quality of housing stock  
 

1/5 of insiders identify: 

Diversity  

Proximity to Downtown and/or River District  

Proximity to Medical Services  

Proximity to shopping  
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Assets perceived by outsiders before the meals: 

 
4/5 of outsiders identify:  

Proximity to Downtown and/or the River District 
Housing Appearance 
 

3/5 of outsiders identify: 
Public Transportation  

Proximity to Medical Services  
 
2/5 of outsiders identify: 

Social Network 
Groups invested in its success 

Proximity to city services  
Public Spaces  
 

1/5 of outsiders identify: 

Peaceful/Pleasant  

Churches  

Proximity to grocery store  

Availability of tax credits for restoration/renovation  

Diversity  

Low property taxes  

Police presence  

Assets perceived by outsiders after the meals: 

 

4/5 of outsiders identify:  
Proximity to Downtown and/or River District 

 
3/5 of outsiders identify: 
Social Network  

Diversity  
Housing Appearance  

 
2/5 of outsiders identify: 
Proximity to medical services  

Public Transportation  
Historic  

Walkability  
 
1/5 of outsiders identify: 

Peaceful/Pleasant  

Churches  

Proximity to shopping  

Availability of tax credits for restoration/renovation  
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Groups invested in its success  

Public Spaces  

Police Presence  

Internal Leadership  
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APPENDIX L 

PERCEIVED CHALLENGES 
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Challenges perceived by insiders before the meals: 

 
3/5 of insiders identify: 

Inadequate or restrictive zoning 
Tension between socio-economic groups 
 

2/5 of insiders identify: 
Plans made without resident representation 

 
1/5 of insiders identify: 
Abandoned, aging, and/or poor quality housing stock 

Displacement 
Expense of property upkeep 

Inadequate infrastructure 
Inadequate public spaces 
Lack of parking 

Lack of proximity to laundromat 
Lack of proximity to restaurants 

Police presence 
Racial prejudice against the neighborhood 
Too tightly packed 

Utility expense 
 

Challenges perceived by insiders after the meals: 

 

5/5 of insiders identify: 
Abandoned, aging, and/or poor quality housing stock 
 

3/5 of insiders identify: 
Expense of property upkeep 

Inadequate or restrictive zoning 
Lack of variety in housing options 
Tension between socio-economic groups 

 
2/5 of insiders identify: 

Absentee landlords 
Displacement 
Inhospitable to children 

Lack of proximity to grocery stores 
Plans made without resident representation 

 
1/5 of insiders identify: 
Inadequate public spaces 

Lack of proximity to laundromat 
Lack of proximity to public transportation 

Racial prejudice against the neighborhood 
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Vacant lots 
 

 

Challenges perceived by outsiders before the meals: 

 
3/5 of outsiders identify: 

Inadequate infrastructure 
Inadequate or restrictive zoning 

Plans made without resident representation 
Tension between socio-economic groups 
 

2/5 of outsiders identify: 
Expense of property upkeep 

Lack of proximity to grocery stores 
Lack of proximity to public transportation 
 

1/5 of outsiders identify: 
Abandoned, aging, and/or poor quality housing stock 

Absentee landlords 
Displacement 
Inadequate police presence 

Lack of proximity to restaurants 
Lack of proximity to retail stores 
Lack of variety in housing options 

Racial prejudice against the neighborhood 
Utility expense 

 

Challenges perceived by outsiders after the meals: 

5/5 of outsiders identify: 
Abandoned, aging, and/or poor quality housing stock 

 
4/5 of outsiders identify: 
Displacement 

Expense of property upkeep 
 

3/5 of outsiders identify: 
Inadequate or restrictive zoning 
Lack of proximity to grocery stores 

Lack of proximity to retail stores 
Plans made without resident representation 

Tension between socio-economic groups 
2/5 of outsiders identify: 
Inadequate public spaces 

Inhospitable to children 
Lack of proximity to public transportation 

Lack of proximity to restaurants 
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1/5 of outsiders identify: 

Inadequate police presence 
Lack of proximity to laundromat 

Lack of variety in housing options 
Police presence 
Utility expense 

Vacant lots 
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APPENDIX M 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
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You are being asked to take part in a research study on how spending time with other 

people who are also connected to housing in the Old West End neighborhood of Danville, 
Virginia, changes how people think about what’s most and least important in how people 

decide to live where they live. You are being asked to participate because you live in the 
Old West End or are a member of the wider community (city government, a nonprofit, or 
a faith group) who makes decisions that can impact the Old West End. 

 
If you are willing to participate in this project, we would like you to attend and participate in 

three meals that should last between 45 and 90 minutes. Before and after the three meals, we 

would like to interview you. Each interview should not take more than an hour. The person 

interviewing you will (with your consent) use a camera to record what is said during the 

interview. This will help the interviewer remember what you’ve talked about when they’re 

writing their report. Though the meals will not be recorded, the interviewer will be taking notes 

about what happens during the meal and may quote you in his report. 

During this interview time, if you need anything to remain confidential, or if you want to be sure 

your name, voice, picture or video footage is not associated with you, you can say so. The 

interviewer can tell your story without naming you in the story. And for the written published 

pieces that come out of this research, you can choose the name you want to go by. It can be your 

own first name, or you can choose a name and be anonymous in the research. This way, you can 

share your experiences without worrying that someone will find out what you’ve said.  

The interview is completely voluntary. If there are questions you don’t want to answer or things 

you don’t want to talk about, this is absolutely fine. In fact, if you want to end the interview for 

any reason, that is fine as well. It is up to you. We want to make sure things are comfortable for 

you during the research.  

After the interview, the recordings will be transcribed into text by a professional who will delete 

his/her copies of the recordings after delivering the transcripts to the researcher. 

There are some risks. We might ask you to talk about something you’re not comfortable talking  
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about. But we will address these issues together and work to make sure everyone feels 

comfortable and in the research. And remember, if you’re not comfortable, you can decide not to 

participate at any time. Also, although the interviewer can keep you anonymous in all reports, if 

you wish, he cannot hide your identity from the other participants with whom you’ll be sharing a 

meal. But overall, I think it will benefit you because you will be able to let your voice be heard 

and hear other’s voices, as well. 

If any issues arise during the course of this research, or if you have any questions, you can contact 

the primary researcher on this project – Joshua Hearne (hearne.joshua@gmail.com / 434-363-

3547)  

This project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer University’s IRB.  If you believe 

there is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may contact the IRB 
Chair at (478) 301-4101. 
 
You have been given the opportunity to ask questions and these have been answered to your 

satisfaction. Your signature below indicates your voluntary agreement to participate in this 

research study.   

Please check all that apply:  

 You can use my first name to identify me  

 Please use a pseudonym and keep my interview confidential  

___________________________________________ _______________  

Signature of Research Participant  Date 

___________________________________________ _______________   

Participant Name (Please Print)     Date 

______________________________________      _______________                           
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent                          Date 

_________________________________________ 

Assigned Pseudonym (if applicable)  

 

mailto:hearne.joshua@gmail.com
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APPENDIX N 

MERCER INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX O 

MERCER INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD CONTINUANCE APPROVAL 
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