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ABSTRACT 

 

Transcending Homelessness: Religious Neoliberalism and the Discursive Negotiation of 

Agency in a Faith-Based Shelter 

 

by 

 

Hannah Ohge 

 

 

Previous research on homelessness has been inconclusive in determining the extent of 

homeless individuals’ own agency in their rehabilitation. At secular shelters, neoliberal 

ideologies of self-sufficiency and opportunism inundate the discourses surrounding homeless 

individuals’ use of shelter services; as individuals who are dependent upon the assistance of 

others, homeless people must operate within the framework of the service organization if 

they wish to gain access to needed resources (Desjarlais 1996; Lee, Tyler, and Wright 2010; 

Meanwell 2013; McCarthy 2013). However, the unquestioned supremacy of homeless 

individuals’ agency as constructed within neoliberal discourses is complicated by research 

that indicates that homeless individuals lose agency when participating in faith-based 

rehabilitation programs (Mulder 2004). This dissertation thus proposes that scholarly 

understanding of homeless individuals’ agency is best served by an analysis that takes both 

neoliberal and religious ideologies into account. In the United States, these ideologies 

intersect in the form of conservative faith-based homeless shelters, which are largely 

unexamined by research (Hackworth 2012). This discussion of homeless individuals’ agency 
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is therefore situated within an Evangelical, corporate-structured shelter that offers long-term 

rehabilitation programs for homeless adults. The data for this study come from eighteen 

months of ethnographic work and twenty-two audio-recorded interviews with the shelter 

residents and staff. Given the importance of language both in neoliberal ideologies of self-

marketability and in Evangelical practices, the sociocultural-linguistic analysis employed in 

this dissertation focuses on shelter residents’ discursive construction of their identities at the 

intersection of religious-neoliberal ideologies. Drawing on linguistic-anthropological 

understandings of agency as well as the anthropology of Christianity, this dissertation argues 

for an expanded understanding of agency that allows for residents’ discursive negotiation of 

concurrent agencies as individuals actively engaged both in their spiritual recovery as born-

again Evangelicals and in their neoliberal pursuit of self-sufficiency. Through this process, 

residents establish their own understandings of worth and individual transformation that are 

based on a combination of the shelter’s religious and neoliberal ideologies and firmly 

embedded in their experience as homeless individuals undergoing long-term rehabilitation 

processes. This dissertation concludes by problematizing the discourses and impersonal 

nature of the religious-neoliberal homeless shelter.  
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All transcripts follow the conventions of Du Bois et al. 1992.  

 

1, 2, 3  line numbers 

NAME; speaker 

words   intonation unit (IU) 

Word  new utterance 

~  pseudograph 

:   lengthening 

?   rising intonation 

,   continuing intonation 

.   final intonation 

wor-  false start, truncated word 

word— truncated utterance 

=   latching (imperceptible break between IUs) 

[word]  overlapping speech 

word_word  rapid speech 

#word  uncertain speech 

##   incoherent word 

^  primary accent within IU 

ꞌ  secondary accent within IU 

@  laugh pulse 

@word  word affected by laughter 

<WORD >  manner/quality/volume 

</>  end of manner/quality/volume 

(WORD) vocalism 

((words)) transcriber comments 
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Prologue 

 

In the winter of 2015, I moved to Texas. My boyfriend (now my husband), Steve, had been 

assigned to a military base there when his tour of duty on the West Coast ended, and I 

figured, Why not, I haven’t started my data collection yet. I can do fieldwork and write my 

dissertation anywhere!  

It turns out that Anywhere was not quite the same “Texas” that I had gotten to know 

in my visits to San Antonio and Austin over the years. No, our new Anywhere was Oak Hills, 

a small city at the intersection of the Bible Belt and Tornado Alley—and a far throw from the 

liberal oceanfront mecca in which I had grown up in San Francisco. When I first found out 

where we were going, I Googled the name of the city, but I quickly decided that it was 

probably better for me just to experience it when I arrived. Otherwise, I feared, I might never 

make it—there were simply too many miles between California and Texas in which I could 

turn around and head back home.  

As Steve and I got into our cars and started the caravan east, I held my breath, 

feeling—a bit absurdly, I will admit now—that I was never going to see my beloved West 

Coast again. I gazed longingly at the colorful landscape, the bustling and diverse cities we 

passed through. Even my dogs, curled up in the back seat, seemed forlorn as we crossed the 

border into Arizona.  

 By the time we reached the Texas border, west of Amarillo, I felt as though we had 

been driving forever. But nothing had prepared me for the next leg of our journey, because 

the long, open stretch through the Texas Panhandle took an entire additional day of driving. 

The highways seemed endless, with nothing but the plains on either side to keep us company. 
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But as the hours in Texas ticked by and the number of cars around us slowly dwindled and 

were replaced with Ford F-150 pickup trucks, I started to perk up. We must be getting close. 

Our first few weeks in the area were bleak—literally. For over five years, the region 

had been suffering from a major drought. The natural vegetation had died out, wildlife was 

scarce, and the region’s fresh water supplies were dangerously low. The city had even started 

recycling waste water to use for drinking. Within the town limits, stores had closed due to the 

drought, long-term business contracts were being reexamined rather than immediately 

renewed, and residents spoke cautiously about the future of Oak Hills. Every other gas 

station we passed was inoperable, the last-listed prices on their flip signs beginning to wear 

and fall off. Entire strip malls were vacant, parking lot after parking lot empty of cars or 

commerce. And everywhere we went, we passed signs—always the same blue backgrounds 

with bold white lettering—that read: 

     PRAY FOR RAIN 

In that unusually cold winter, the wealthiest families in town—the oil tycoons and small-

town Texas elite—seemed unaffected by the drought and hung garlands of Christmas lights 

from their houses and the towering oak trees in their front yards. Middle-class families, 

drawn to those streets by radio ads and local word-of-mouth, crammed into their cars to drive 

through the glittering lights. To forget, for just a few minutes, the precarious situation they 

were all in. Rumors were beginning to spread that the military base, the foundation of the 

city’s economy, would relocate if the drought continued. The city needed a miracle. 

 And then, a miracle happened. It started raining and it didn’t stop. In the freezing 

winter air, the roads iced over and bridges froze. Cars drove at half-speed, sliding around the 
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no-longer-visible lanes despite drivers’ best efforts. When the temperatures rose, the ice 

turned to snow and then, finally, back to rain. And still it rained.  

The entire community seemed to wake up. It didn’t matter that the streets were 

perpetually flooded, that pedestrians (even in fair weather a rare occurrence in this part of 

Texas) were completely soaked by the time they traversed a block. Rain meant small 

changes, like the ability to wash your car and replant your front lawn. But rain also meant big 

things: it meant that the region stood a chance, that it could survive. And when the local fresh 

water stores not only reached but surpassed the needed volume, when plants started blooming 

and the buildings shone, washed clean for the first time in years, everyone let out a huge sigh 

of relief. Almost overnight, a new crop of signs popped up all over town, declaring:      

THANK YOU JESUS FOR THE RAIN 

But still it rained.  

Rain showers turned into thunderstorms, thunderstorms into federally decreed 

Tornado Watches. And, on occasion, those Watches turned into Warnings. One night, the 

power went out in my house and my dogs and I huddled in our guest bathroom (the only 

room in the house with no exterior walls, and hence the best protection from a tornado). After 

watching the light creeping under the door as it flashed and changed color, I tiptoed from my 

makeshift shelter to peer outside. The sky was an impossible combination of black, yellow, 

light green, and purple. Every few seconds the color changed as the clouds stampeded 

overhead, swirling, spitting, and emitting bolts of lightning that connected the earth and sky. 

It was like nothing I had ever seen. Even with my scientific understanding of weather 

patterns and sources, I couldn’t help but shiver as I looked up at the menacing clouds, 

realizing for the first time how they could conjure for the Ancient Greeks images of the 
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Anemoi Thuellai, released from captivity to bring destruction to the earth. I ran back to the 

bathroom, whispering (to the tornado clouds? I don’t know), Please don’t hit us. Please don’t 

hit us. 

When the tornado clouds passed on, the rain still didn’t stop, and soon the rivers 

overflowed. Water rushed down streets and flooded homes. An entire lower-income 

neighborhood on the edge of town was evacuated, and families were taken to emergency 

shelters that were set up overnight in school gymnasiums. Community residents got together 

to fill sandbags to channel the water and prevent it from destroying more houses. Each week, 

the local news announced the drowning of another high school student, swept off the road 

when a flash flood engulfed her car, or the disappearance of a mother and her young children 

as they were on their way home from visiting relatives.  

Finally, the rain stopped, and the city felt calm again. When I ventured out of my 

house soon afterward, I saw a new sign on the side of the road. There, in the grass next to one 

of the familiar and now worn blue-and-white signs, was a shiny, smaller one:  

PRAY FOR THE LOST 

In the wake of the floods, the city had been reborn, but the years of drought had left 

their mark. Driving through town, I witnessed the slow progression from the economic 

excess of the wealthy to the deprivations of extreme poverty. First, the houses began to 

diminish in size, creeping closer to each other and to the edge of the street. Then windows, 

made of large panes of pristine glass just a mile earlier, were boarded up or broken. And 

finally, the houses were abandoned, with weeds growing up the walls. The worn buildings 

sagged on either side of me, a weary reminder of the families that had lived there and been 

forced—by the national economy, by the long years of drought, or by the subsequent 
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torrential flood that engulfed parts of Oak Hills, I didn’t know which—out of their homes 

and onto the streets. 

I learned later that when officials conducted their annual count of the city’s homeless 

population that year, they recorded nearly two hundred homeless people in Oak Hills. Using 

the parameters set by the United States Department of Housing and Urban Development, this 

number included both individuals staying at homeless shelters and those living unsheltered 

on the streets. However, these calculations did not reflect the number of families living in 

unstable conditions in motels and at friends’ houses— numbers that are included in other 

definitions of homelessness such as that used by the United States Department of Education. 

The homeless population of Oak Hills, then, was likely even larger than reported. 

Furthermore, at this time, fourteen percent of the population of Oak Hills was living below 

the poverty line, a number that increased to nearly eighteen percent among youth and rested 

at over ten percent of adults over age sixty-five. 

In the deeply religious city of Oak Hills, where all homeless shelters were faith-

based, a homeless individual seeking secular assistance would have to travel—likely on foot 

or by hitchhiking, due to a lack of public transportation—outside of a 35,000-square-mile 

region, an expanse of land equivalent to Vermont, New Hampshire, New Jersey, 

Connecticut, Delaware, and Rhode Island combined. In short, the over two hundred homeless 

individuals in Oak Hills, Texas, had no option other than to seek shelter at faith-based 

organizations.  

The following chapters detail the homeless individual’s experience participating in 

the deeply faith-based yet highly neoliberal rehabilitation programs of Oak Hills.  
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Chapter 1 

Religious Neoliberalism and the Discursive Construction of the Homeless Agent  

 

Since its inception in the 1980s, neoliberalism has perpetuated economic inequalities within 

the United States. While neoliberalism—an economic approach that promotes free markets 

and individual opportunism not governed by the state—initially seemed promising when 

juxtaposed with the persistent inflation and stagnating economy of the 1970s (Harvey 2005), 

in practice it has benefited only a small percentage of the country’s population. According to 

the United States Census Bureau’s latest data, the income ratio between the top and bottom 

ten percent of US households increased by over seventeen percent between 1999 and 2015, 

with the top five percent of US households making twenty-two percent of the country’s 

income in 2015, while the bottom eighty percent of households made a combined fifty 

percent (US Census Bureau 2016). Furthermore, while the national economy has improved in 

recent years, this improvement has not reached lower-income households (National Alliance 

to End Homelessness 2016). With an economic agenda that supports and is supported by the 

economic elite, neoliberalism has thus further marginalized the already impoverished 

populations in this country. 

 This situation is also exacerbated by neoliberal ideology, which holds that individuals 

should be free to pursue their economic interests without government regulation, and that if 

an individual is economically unsuccessful, they alone are responsible for their failure 

(Hackworth 2012). For this reason, together with economic and political policies that 

eliminate social services in order to decrease government spending and regulation, few 
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people in the United States are affected more by neoliberalism than the country’s 549,928 

homeless individuals (US Department of Housing and Urban Development 2016).  

On a practical level, the economic agenda of neoliberalism hinders homeless 

individuals’ progress towards self-sufficiency: By limiting the resources available to them, 

neoliberal policies materially affect those individuals’ ability to improve their situation. On a 

social level, however, neoliberalism impacts homeless individuals even further. The 

ideologies that support government reduction of social services—primarily the belief in 

individual responsibility and self-employability (Sharma and Phyak 2017)—affect the way 

that homeless individuals are perceived by society. According to these neoliberal ideologies, 

homeless individuals are responsible for their current situation; their lack of employment and 

housing is a reflection of their life choices (LaGory, Fitzpatrick, and Ritchey 2001) and their 

deviancy from expected societal standards of behavior (Toft 2014). In light of this 

irresponsibility, neoliberal ideologies hold, homeless individuals do not merit the financial 

support of the state. These neoliberal discourses of responsibility have permeated discussions 

of homelessness, from public opinion of homeless individuals to the scholarly analysis of 

their experiences.  

Substantial evidence indicates that homelessness correlates with mental illness 

(National Coalition for the Homeless 2009), childhood trauma (Tsai and Rosenheck 2013), 

lack of affordable housing (Bass 2009; National Alliance to End Homelessness 2016), or a 

combination of these factors (Lippert and Lee 2015). However, with the expansion of 

neoliberalism, discourses of individual responsibility overshadow these issues in discussions 

of homelessness both within the United States and abroad. The media’s depiction of 

homelessness, which in past decades focused on structural causes (Lee, Tyler, and Wright 
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2010), currently perpetuates the idea that homeless individuals are deviant and dangerous 

(Toft 2014). Cross-cultural and global analyses of newspaper reports demonstrate that 

popular media strategically omit information about the structural causes of homelessness 

(Huckin 2002) and focus on negative aspects of the individuals themselves (Torck 2001), and 

that these representations are so prevalent as to affect public opinion in spite of visible 

contrary evidence (de Melo Resende 2009, 2016). With public discourses of homelessness 

grounded in the affected individuals’ apparent social deviancy, it is not surprising that the 

general population continues to blame homeless individuals for their circumstances (Toro et 

al. 2007). Thus, despite the evidence that homelessness is rarely the result of individuals’ 

choices, neoliberal discourses of individual responsibility—perpetuated by the media—

sustain a negative public opinion of homeless individuals.  

Significantly, these discourses have also permeated both the scholarly discussion of 

homelessness and the organizations dedicated to serving affected individuals. Recent 

research addressing the correlation of mental illness and homelessness has done so from a 

perspective that presupposes mentally ill homeless individuals’ propensity for criminal 

behavior (Fischer et al. 2008), and service organizations have encouraged homeless 

individuals to take responsibility for the choices that led to their present situation rather than 

acknowledge structural factors that may have contributed to their homelessness (Brubaker et 

al. 2010). Given the prevalence of these neoliberal discourses, it is not surprising that 

research on homelessness over the past thirty years has been inconclusive in identifying its 

primary structural causes (Lee, Tyler, and Wright 2010). Additionally, studies indicate that 

these ideologies are so prevalent that they impact homeless individuals themselves, with 

some homeless individuals taking up discourses of responsibility by blaming themselves for 
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their homelessness (Lyon-Callo 2000; McNaughton 2006) or reframing their voluntary 

participation in community service as redemptive work to atone for their past mistakes 

(Gowan 2009). Ultimately, many homeless individuals experience significantly low self-

esteem (Hodgetts, Cullen, and Radley 2005; Parker 2012) as a result of these discourses, 

which perpetuate the tremendous societal stigma against them (Amster 2003; Lobao and 

Murray 2005; Schneider and Remillard 2013). 

In addition, neoliberal discourses also surround homeless individuals’ efforts to 

become self-sufficient. These discourses have been shown to impact homeless individuals 

directly: Just as homeless persons have been shown to align with neoliberal discourses of 

individual responsibility by blaming themselves for their homelessness, they may 

additionally take up the ideology of self-sufficiency by reframing their daily experiences in 

neoliberal terms. A recent study of the homeless population in San Francisco, for instance, 

indicates that some homeless individuals are reframing their panhandling as a “business” in 

response to the neoliberal ideologies that pervade the business district in which they live 

(Wee 2016).  

The effect of neoliberal discourses on homeless individuals’ rehabilitation, however, 

is not limited to those individuals’ own perspective. Ideologies of self-sufficiency and 

opportunism also inundate the discourses surrounding homeless individuals’ use of shelter 

services and rehabilitation programs. In an effort to emphasize homeless individuals’ agency 

in their rehabilitation as well as the constraints placed on them by their inherent position of 

need, scholars conclude that these individuals “must excel at improvisation, coping through 

creative, opportunistic, and varied means” (Lee, Tyler, and Wright 2010:507; cf. Carr 2011). 

As individuals who are dependent upon the assistance of others, homeless people must 
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operate within the framework of the service organization and “at least present themselves as 

embracing the shelter’s goal” (Meanwell 2013:445) if they wish to gain access to needed 

resources (Desjarlais 1996, 1997, 1999; Lee, Tyler, and Wright 2010; McCarthy 2013). 

Importantly, homeless individuals’ ability to adapt to these situations and to use available 

services to regain independence demonstrate that they are agentively involved in their 

rehabilitation rather than passively receiving services. Yet significant implications can be 

drawn from their characterization as “opportunistic.” A potential inference of this 

representation, for example, is that homeless individuals are manipulative or deceptive, a 

point that is discussed further in Chapter 5.  

 Additionally, the representation of homeless individuals as entirely agentive is 

complicated by research that argues that their agency may not hold across different contexts. 

In an ethnographic study of a faith-based homeless shelter offering long-term rehabilitation 

programs, Mulder (2004:156) argues that the shelter residents lost their individual agency 

when they were “indoctrinated” into and consequently “intensely institutionalized” by the 

shelter’s religious practices. Specifically, he claims that residents who accepted the religious 

culture of the shelter functioned purely as instruments of its propaganda, as evidenced by 

their position, encouraged by the shelter staff, as “discipliners” of those residents who had 

not yet been converted (2004:156). Furthermore, as a result of their “indoctrination” into the 

shelter’s religious practices, Mulder asserts, the shelter’s residents were ultimately unable to 

function on their own; he concludes that the religious aspect of the shelter severely hindered 

residents in their efforts to become self-sufficient and diminished any individual agency they 

may have had prior to participating in the shelter’s programs. While Mulder’s strong claims 

against any agency on the part of the shelter residents are problematic, his analysis suggests 
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that attributing unfettered agency to homeless people is implausible and may be especially so 

in a faith-based context.  

The unquestioned supremacy of homeless individuals’ agency as constructed within 

neoliberal discourses is thus likely to be complicated by the addition of religion. The 

resulting conflict is clear: The scholarly literature on homelessness disagrees on whether 

homeless individuals are extremely agentive—as evidenced by their resourceful use of 

services—or lacking agency to such an extent that they are religiously indoctrinated and 

unable to function on their own. In this dissertation, therefore, I reexamine the agency of 

homeless individuals. In light of the contradictory findings in previous research on 

homelessness, I propose that scholarly understanding of homeless individuals’ agency is best 

served by an analysis that takes both neoliberal and religious ideologies into account. To this 

end, I situate my discussion of agency within an Evangelical, corporate-structured homeless 

shelter that offers long-term rehabilitation programs. Given the importance of language both 

in neoliberal ideologies of self-marketability and in religious practices, I focus on the shelter 

residents’ discursive construction of their identities at the intersection of these ideologies.  

In the following sections, I present the ideological context in which this agency 

occurs. I begin by highlighting the similarities and differences between neoliberal and 

Evangelical ideologies. I then argue that a sociocultural-linguistic approach, which considers 

individuals’ discursive constructions of their identities as well as the sociocultural context in 

which these identities occur, is necessary to advancing the scholarly understanding of agency 

within religious neoliberalism.  
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Religious Neoliberalism 

The concept of religious neoliberalism, put forward by Hackworth in his 2012 book Faith 

Based: Religious Neoliberalism and the Politics of Welfare in the United States, is the 

“rationality of replacing secular welfare with religiously delivered welfare” (Hackworth 

2012:3). In practice, this form of welfare occurs when neoliberal agendas cut funding for 

social services and public housing and faith-based organizations take over this role. As 

Hackworth (2012:3) explains, religious neoliberalism helps “soften the hard-edged language 

of neoliberal social policy” by reframing the government’s elimination of social services as 

“relying on the compassion of churches to serve the poor.” Due to the favorable conditions 

created by simultaneously changing economies and religious demographics in developing 

countries, religious neoliberalism is often explored as a means of implementing change in 

such contexts (Freston 2001, 2008; Hoksbergen and Madrid 1997). Within the United States, 

meanwhile, ideologies of religious neoliberalism are most often found in the nation’s many 

faith-based organizations.  

The relationship between faith-based organizations and neoliberalism is a symbiotic 

one. On the one hand, faith-based organizations smooth the transition to a neoliberal society 

by filling the service gaps left by welfare cuts and encouraging their clients to engage with 

neoliberal ideologies of self-marketability and responsibility (cf. Sharma & Phyak 2017) 

through active participation in their individual development (Hackworth 2012; Hoksbergen 

& Madrid 1997). However, by decreasing individuals’ access to secular resources as well as 

governmental regulation of faith-based organizations, neoliberal agendas also augment these 

organizations’ capacity to implement faith-related services and to expand their societal reach 
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(Hackworth 2012). Thus, while faith-based organizations assist in the growth of 

neoliberalism, they also benefit from its expansion.  

In the United States, neoliberalism has especially flourished within conservative 

Evangelical organizations (Hackworth 2012; Williams, Cloke, and Thomas 2012) due to the 

overlap between their ideologies. The individual responsibility propagated by neoliberalism 

is at the heart of a fundamental Evangelical belief: In Evangelicalism, it is the individual’s 

responsibility both to establish a personal relationship with God that will transform their lives 

and to prove their worth as Evangelicals by sharing the gospel with others (Balmer 

2014[1989]). Furthermore, by idealizing the ideology of individual responsibility, both 

neoliberalism and Evangelicalism encourage individuals to embrace opportunities to better 

themselves (Shin and Park 2016); through their own effort, individuals can transform their 

identities, their lives, and their social worth.   

However, as Hackworth (2012:3) observes, religious neoliberalism is an “internally 

contradictory” ideology. Of particular importance to this dissertation, Evangelicalism and 

neoliberalism differ with respect to the ideology of self-sufficiency. While neoliberalism 

demands that individuals be self-sufficient, Evangelicalism denies this possibility; rather, in 

Evangelical belief, individuals accomplish their successes only with the help of God. This 

inherent contradiction, then, poses a challenge for individuals who rely on the services of 

faith-based neoliberal organizations: Both neoliberalism and Evangelicalism emphasize 

homeless individuals’ agency by ignoring the structural causes of homelessness (Stivers 

2008), but they are at odds regarding individuals’ ultimate exit from homelessness and thus 

the extent of their agency. 
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In the United States, where nearly sixty percent of emergency shelter beds are 

provided by faith-based organizations (Johnson and Wubbenhorst 2017), these issues are 

particularly salient. While a substantial body of literature has investigated faith-based 

approaches to serving the homeless population in the United States (Hodge, Moser, and 

Shafer 2012; Oxhandler and Pargament 2014; Oxhandler and Parrish 2016; Smith and Sosin 

2001), there is surprisingly little focus on the interaction of religion and neoliberalism in 

these contexts (Hackworth 2012). Instead, the majority of the literature has been positive in 

orientation, focusing on the benefits of faith-based approaches, such as their ability to 

alleviate difficult circumstances (Lewinson, Hurt, and Hughes 2015), increase self-efficacy 

(Washington et al. 2009), and expedite an individual’s rehabilitation (Epel, Bandura, and 

Zimbardo 1999; Kirst et al. 2014). Given the inherent contradiction of religious neoliberalism 

and its prevalence within faith-based organizations, however, the actual experience of the 

individuals participating in these services is likely much more complicated than this literature 

suggests.  

In light of the competing ideologies that exist within religious neoliberalism, as well 

as the divergent conclusions that previous scholars have reached regarding homeless 

individuals’ agency during their time at shelters, it is essential that an analysis of agency 

within this context be conducted on how these ideologies interact. In the context of religious 

neoliberalism, a logical locus is language, as both neoliberal and Evangelical ideologies 

value language as a key resource in constructing and demonstrating an individual’s worth.  

Religious Neoliberalism and Language 

Neoliberal and Evangelical ideologies agree on the importance of language in the 

construction of individuals’ identities. Within Evangelical ideology, language is the means 
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through which individuals both establish and communicate their faith, thus giving them 

social and spiritual worth, while within neoliberal ideology language is a commodity that 

quantifiably impacts an individual’s economic worth. Because sociopolitical ideologies 

dictate which languages and linguistic practices are valued as commodities (Shankar and 

Cavanaugh 2012), this process of commodification is ultimately about more than just 

language. It also involves, in Blommaert’s (2009: 244) words, “an acquirable imagery of the 

Self as being ‘in the world.’” Hence the role of language commodification within religious 

neoliberalism: Through their engagement with relevant language ideologies and linguistic 

practices, individuals negotiate identities that are self-marketable, culturally savvy, and 

socially valuable. 

While the commodification of languages is not new—indeed, it has roots in both 

colonialism (Heller 2010) and capitalism (Cavanaugh and Shankar 2014)—recent studies 

have indicated that this practice has increased considerably with the spread of neoliberalism. 

On a global level, neoliberal ideologies of functional marketability have begun to undermine 

longstanding policies dedicated to preserving linguistic and cultural diversity (Climent-

Ferrando 2016), and on a national level, these ideologies have reshaped priorities, from 

educating youth in key marketable languages to defining the linguistic practices of countries’ 

tourism industries (Sharma and Phyak 2017). Everywhere, cultures and governments are 

appropriating a neoliberal “language ideology that focuses on a functional, market-oriented 

importance of language skills for growth, jobs, labour, mobility, and competitiveness” 

(Climent-Ferrando 2016:4), to the detriment of indigenous languages and cultural practices 

(Sharma and Phyak 2017).  
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 This neoliberal language ideology has impacted individuals as well. In an 

ethnographic study of adult refugee English as a Second Language (ESL) courses in the 

Western United States, Warriner (2016) found that the courses prioritized “survival English” 

over fluency or conversational skills. In these programs, refugees were taught only the 

English they would need to know in order to acquire low-level jobs, a curriculum choice that 

both positioned the refugees as “future participants in a free-market, capitalist economy” and 

effectively limited their ability to achieve long-term self-sufficiency by providing them with 

only short-term qualifications (2016:496). Crucially for this dissertation, Warriner concludes 

that the neoliberal agenda of refugee ESL courses neglects the many challenges that refugees 

face that “cannot be overcome by learning English alone” (2016:504). The neoliberal 

ideologies of such programs thus evince a short-term, narrow definition of success for the 

participants.  

 This neoliberal commodification of language resonates within Evangelicalism. In 

Evangelical communities, language is an individual’s primary resource for establishing their 

born-again identity. Not only is it at the center of Evangelical practices such as prayer, it is 

also the means through which individuals demonstrate their affiliation with Evangelicalism 

and carry out their fundamental religious duty, sharing the gospel. Although individuals 

achieve social rather than economic worth through their engagement with these linguistic 

practices, language has value in Evangelicalism, much as it does within neoliberalism.  

The Evangelical Speaker 

At its foundation, Evangelical culture values “speakers” (Bielo 2011; Keane 2002, 2007; 

Robbins 2001). The term Evangelicalism itself come from the Greek word evangel, ‘gospel’, 

and to evangelize means ‘to share the gospel,’ hence the Evangelical’s duty of sharing the 
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gospel with everyone who has not yet heard it. Evangelicalism is thus rooted in speech: 

Through language, Evangelicals communicate with God (Bialecki and Hoenes del Pinal 

2011), understand His Word (Bielo 2011), and share that Word with others by “witnessing” 

and providing testimony to God’s work on earth (Harding 1987). Crucially for Evangelical 

ideology, it is when an individual invites Jesus into their heart—an act which must be 

performed through words—that they are reborn. To Evangelicals, language is thus central 

both to their entry into their faith and to their participation in it. 

As with all Evangelical traditions, the Evangelical emphasis on language finds its 

roots in scripture. In order to be saved, the Christian believer is told to “confess with thy 

mouth the Lord Jesus,” because “with the mouth confession is made unto salvation” (Romans 

10:9-10 King James Version). Once Christians are saved, they are instructed to “Go ye into 

all the world, and preach the gospel to every creature” (Mark 16:15 King James Version). As 

these passages indicate, in order to be saved an individual cannot simply believe; they have 

to speak. In Evangelical culture, thus, “speaking is believing” (Harding 2000), and once an 

individual becomes a speaker, it is their obligation to encourage others to do so as well.  

  The spiritual significance of words is further apparent in Evangelical practice. In 

many Evangelical communities, when speakers exhort their listener to call upon Jesus and be 

saved, they provide the specific words that the individual needs to say in order to do so. 

These words, which are offered to the prospective Evangelical as a suggested or 

recommended prayer, include the speaker’s repentance of their sins, their acceptance of Jesus 

as the living son of God, and their invitation to Jesus to enter their heart. While these prayers 

vary within Evangelical communities and congregations, the following excerpt, taken from 

an Evangelical website, provides an example of one formulation.  
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Here is a simple prayer if you have not yet given your life to Jesus and invited 

him into yours. “Jesus, I believe you are the Son of God, that you died on the 

cross to rescue me from sin and death and to restore me to the Father. I choose 

now to turn from my sins, my self-centeredness, and every part of my life that 

does not please you. I choose you. I give myself to you. I receive your 

forgiveness and ask you to take your rightful place in my life as my Savior 

and Lord. Come reign in my heart, fill me with your love and your life, and 

help me to become a person who is truly loving—a person like you. Restore 

me, Jesus. Live in me. Love through me. Thank you, God. In Jesus’ name I 

pray. Amen.” (Ransomed Heart Ministries, 2017)  

 

In Evangelical belief, prayers like this one, which invite Jesus into the speaker’s heart so that 

they may be born again, transform the individual. These prayers are, in short, performative 

(Austin 1962); by speaking these or similar words, individuals are spiritually reborn.1 

In short, Evangelicalism operates through speech. Through the conversion speech act 

Evangelicals invite Jesus into their heart and are reborn as Christians; through their prayers 

they maintain their relationship with God; through their testimony they provide evidence of 

the changes they have experienced as a result of their faith; and through their verbal 

encouragement of others as part of this “witnessing” they lead others toward salvation. The 

individual who engages most with these linguistic practices is the most truly Evangelical.  

Given its centrality in Evangelicalism and its allotted value in neoliberalism, language 

is an ideal angle from which to approach an analysis of religious neoliberalism. In this 

dissertation, I demonstrate that in the context of a faith-based neoliberal homeless shelter, 

language was the primary resource used to evaluate residents’ worth. In this religious-

                                                 
1 Many Evangelical denominations protest the claim that their practices are intertextual or 

ritualized (Du Bois 2009) and thus indexical of or dependent upon previously written and 

spoken words. They argue, rather, that the true Evangelical engages in spontaneous verbal 

engagement with their faith (Bialecki and Hoenes del Pinal 2011). In fact, however, the 

Evangelical language of conversion and witnessing, guided as it is by scripture and the 

practices of current believers, is deeply intertextual (e.g., Keane 2002).  
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neoliberal context, individuals were valued not only spiritually—that is, as Evangelicals—but 

also economically, as appropriately socialized “products” of the shelter’s corporate 

Evangelical mission.  

 Language is also a crucial way to gain insight into homeless individuals’ negotiations 

of agency in this ideological context. In light of the internally contradictory dimension of 

religious neoliberalism, however, it is essential that any analysis of Evangelical and 

neoliberal ideologies look not only at their intersection but also at their instantiation within 

specific sociocultural contexts. With its combined focus on ideologies, identities, contexts, 

and language, a sociocultural-linguistic approach is well-suited to this sort of analysis. 

Furthermore, as the following section argues, a sociocultural-linguistic analysis also best 

serves the analysis of agency in this dynamic and complex context.  

Understanding Agency 

Cultural anthropologists have long recognized the importance of looking closely at human 

agency when analyzing larger social and political forces such as those propagated by 

religious neoliberalism. Of particular relevance to this dissertation, these scholars have 

demonstrated that agency cannot be understood purely as individuals’ autonomy in the face 

of external dimensions of power (Mahmood 2001) or as a phenomenon that is inherently 

individualistic (Nouvet 2014). Additionally, while anthropologists vary in their theoretical 

and analytic approach to agency, they generally agree that any conceptualization of agency 

must continually be challenged by implementing it in a variety of contexts in order to test its 

efficacy.  

Cultural-anthropological analyses of agency, while helpful in their attention to the 

external factors that impact agency, struggle with empirical analysis of this phenomenon. 
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Through the addition of a linguistic perspective, the inherent complexities of agency can be 

clarified. Extensive work in linguistic anthropology and related fields has sought to establish 

a uniform and comprehensive understanding of human agency that transcends individual 

autonomy and that applies across interactional contexts (Ahearn 2010; Duranti 2004; Enfield 

and Kockelman 2017). However, given the myriad aspects of agency, no comprehensive 

definition has yet been established, and scholars continue to investigate its various 

manifestations in interaction (Enfield and Kockelman 2017) as well as the ways in which it is 

constrained by the sociocultural context in which it occurs (VanderStouwe 2016). 

While the specifically linguistic interest in human agency lies in its expression within 

grammar through such structures as active and passive voice (Du Bois, Kumpf, and Ashby 

2003; Duranti 2004; Rossi and Zinken 2017), sociocultural linguistics requires that agency be 

analyzed within the social, political, and other contexts in which it occurs. Significantly, 

while a single individual may carry out a particular action, their decision to do so is impacted 

by their sociocultural environment, their interaction with others, and the ideologies that 

surround them (Kockelman 2017). Thus, linguistic-anthropological work has demonstrated 

that, among other contexts, agency can be distributed across time (Guyer 2017), in 

interaction with other people (Dingemanse 2017; Sidnell 2017; Zuckerman 2017) and objects 

(Smith 2017), and among bodies during group activity (Cohen 2017; Tarr 2017).  

In my analysis of homeless individuals’ agency within faith-based homeless shelters, 

the interactional dimension of agency is particularly significant. With most research focused 

on the general effectiveness of faith-based services, however, scholars have largely ignored 

the ways in which adults participating in these programs are socialized into and engage with 

the specifically faith-centered practices of these organizations through interaction. A 
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sociocultural-linguistic approach, which incorporates relevant anthropological and 

sociological information while examining the linguistic and cultural practices that individuals 

use in their daily lives, can provide valuable insight into how homeless shelter residents 

discursively index and appropriate (cf. Leming 2007) the religious ideologies of these 

shelters. However, to date, linguistic studies of homelessness have typically focused more on 

discourse about homelessness than on the specific linguistic practices of the individuals 

experiencing it (Carr 2006; Wee 2016). In this dissertation, therefore, I expand on linguistic-

anthropological understandings of agency. I demonstrate that, through language, individuals 

at a religious-neoliberal homeless shelter negotiate multiple, concurrent agencies that index 

the contrasting ideologies of religious neoliberalism.  

Analyzing Agency at a Religious-Neoliberal Homeless Shelter 

The data for this study come from twenty-two audio-recorded interviews with the residents 

and staff at The Haven, an Evangelical shelter in Oak Hills, Texas, that offered long-term 

rehabilitation programs to homeless adults. Over the course of eighteen months between 

2015 and 2016, I participated in The Haven’s community as a volunteer and ethnographer. 

As I discuss in the following chapter, while all residents at The Haven were required to 

engage with neoliberal ideologies of individual responsibility and self-sufficiency, the 

shelter’s long-term professional and recovery programs were limited to those residents who 

additionally accepted Evangelical ideologies of transformation and transcendence. Thus, a 

resident’s participation in the Evangelical culture of the shelter determined their access to 

resources that would facilitate their progress towards neoliberal self-sufficiency.  

Drawing on linguistic-anthropological understandings of agency as well as the 

anthropology of Christianity, I analyze the shelter residents’ negotiation of their identities 
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within the religious-neoliberal framework of The Haven. I demonstrate that an analysis of 

residents’ discursive construction of the shelter’s dominant ideologies reveals their position 

as agents actively engaged both in their spiritual recovery and in forging their path towards 

financial self-sufficiency. Specifically, I demonstrate that The Haven’s residents constructed 

concurrent, agentive identities both as self-sufficing individuals and as spiritually worthy 

born-again Evangelicals transformed through their close personal relationships with God. A 

fuller discussion of residents’ agency is the focus of Chapter 3.  

 Contrary to Mulder’s (2004) finding that faith-based shelters decrease residents’ 

agency, the Evangelical ideologies of The Haven required residents to be highly agentive. In 

accordance with the specifically fundamental Baptist ideology of the shelter, residents were 

responsible for their spiritual rebirth and, therefore, for their personal transformation. 

Significantly, residents were responsible for establishing the requisite personal relationship 

with God prior to entering one of the shelter’s long-term programs, and they were then 

responsible for maintaining—and, indeed, for prioritizing— that relationship throughout their 

time at the shelter. In their negotiation of their identities as Evangelicals, residents actively 

engaged with the Evangelical ideology of individual responsibility and discursively 

positioned themselves as appropriately aligned with God’s Will and thus as worthy of 

spiritual salvation.  

 Residents at The Haven were equally affected by the neoliberal ideologies that 

permeated the shelter. The moment a new resident arrived, they engaged with neoliberal 

ideologies of responsibility by demonstrating that they were worthy of the services the 

shelter offered. To this end, they discursively constructed identities as homeless individuals 

who were only partly responsible for their homelessness by identifying external factors that 
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had impacted their lives and thus their trajectory towards homelessness. Once established as 

residents at the shelter, these individuals further engaged with neoliberal ideologies by 

positioning themselves as agents who were completely invested in their rehabilitation as 

financially self-sufficient members of society.  

 Residents’ identities as neoliberal agents actively involved in transforming their lives 

were supported by The Haven’s operational structure and by its dependency on community 

donations rather than government funding—a decision that enabled the shelter to offer faith-

centered rehabilitation programs in lieu of secular services. The Haven was structured like a 

corporation, with a chief executive officer (CEO), a board of directors, and a site manager 

who oversaw the shelter’s daily functions; its rejection of government funding, however, 

meant that it depended upon the continued support and approval of the local community of 

Oak Hills. Within this religious-neoliberal framework, The Haven was results-driven in its 

focus, and the shelter residents—transformed by its long-term programs—were its product. 

Thus, in their construction of their identities as agents as well as their engagement with the 

shelter’s Evangelical and neoliberal ideologies of transformation, the shelter residents were 

self-marketable individuals and as such held symbolic and economic value within the shelter 

community.  

 The Haven’s corporate structure, perhaps surprisingly for a faith-based organization, 

closely aligned with its Evangelical ideology. Within the shelter and in Oak Hills more 

broadly, a marketable individual was one who had been born again. In direct alignment with 

Evangelical ideology, The Haven served the homeless population by, as the shelter’s CEO 

told me, offering residents “something that maybe they haven’t heard before”: namely, 

spiritual salvation through Jesus Christ. While the shelter’s long-term programs assisted 
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residents in obtaining jobs and housing, the shelter’s ultimate function was evangelism, 

“saving” as many individuals as possible by educating them about God’s Word. The Haven’s 

product—spiritually transformed individuals—garnered the funding that then enabled the 

shelter to continue its Evangelical mission.  

While the dual Evangelical and neoliberal ideologies that governed The Haven thus 

aligned with regards to the shelter’s operation and the requirement that residents be agentive 

in their transformation, their inherently contradictory tenets were also apparent. The conflict 

was simple enough: The neoliberal ideology of self-sufficiency is fundamentally at odds with 

Evangelicalism, which holds that self-sufficiency is not possible, because God assists 

individuals in all of their successes. In Evangelical ideology, rather, the individual’s ultimate 

goal is to be born again and thereby to transcend one’s prior existence—in The Haven, 

residents’ homeless identity. By incorporating both neoliberal and Evangelical ideologies in 

its operation, The Haven thus provided residents with competing goals for their 

transformation. On the one hand, residents were considered successful if they were born 

again and thus spiritually transformed; on the other, they were successful only when they 

achieved self-sufficiency.  

On this point, the shelter staff prioritized Evangelical ideology, which promises that 

any individual who (performatively) repents of their sins and invites Jesus into their heart 

will be reborn (Bielo 2011) and thus will transcend the trivialities, suffering, and 

“worldliness” of their pre-saved lives (Balmer 2014[1989]:3). In the fundamental Baptist 

ideology of The Haven, this spiritual rebirth is an instantaneous event that creates a rift 

between the individual’s pre-saved past and their present Christian life (e.g., Harding 2000, 
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1987).2 However, The Haven’s basic function as a homeless shelter complicated this 

temporal ideology: A shelter resident, even if born again, was still homeless and thus was not 

fully able to “transcend” the issues they were actively engaged with on a daily basis. In 

opposition to the shelter staff’s strict adherence to the Baptist ideology of an instantaneous 

moment of transcendence, many residents negotiated the ideological tension of religious 

neoliberalism by discursively positioning themselves as individuals who were undergoing a 

long-term spiritual recovery process that corresponded with their progression towards self-

sufficiency. 

 Significantly, it was within The Haven’s Evangelical language ideology that the 

inherent contradictions of religious neoliberalism surfaced. Given their belief in God’s 

infallibility and His promise of salvation, Evangelicals also believe that any individual who is 

not completely transformed after verbally inviting Jesus into their heart must have been 

insincere in making that invitation and thus must not have intended to be transformed (Keane 

2002). In their adherence to the overarching Evangelical mission of the shelter, The Haven’s 

staff thus interpreted residents’ continuing transformations as counterfeit conversions, an 

issue that is the focus of Chapter 5. I show there that a sociocultural-linguistic approach 

provides further insight into this phenomenon by highlighting residents’ position as homeless 

individuals undergoing long-term rehabilitative processes, thus supporting the larger 

                                                 
2 Scholars of Christianity have argued that the various denominations of Christianity, 

including those within Evangelicalism, differ with regards to the temporal dimension of 

individuals’ spiritual transformation (Balmer 2014[1989]; Handman 2010). However, the 

belief in an instantaneous transformation is characteristic of conservative Evangelical 

ideologies (e.g., Harding 2000), such as the fundamental Baptist ones that governed The 

Haven.   
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sociocultural-linguistic argument that individuals cannot overcome structural obstacles in 

their lives purely through socialization into valued linguistic practices (cf. Warriner 2016).  

Given its Evangelical and neoliberal foundations, The Haven was an ideal site in 

which to examine the intersection of these ideologies and their impact on homeless 

individuals’ negotiation of their identities. The use of a sociocultural-linguistic approach in 

the following analysis problematizes the claims regarding homeless individuals’ agency that 

have been made in previous research. Ultimately, as this dissertation demonstrates, shelter 

residents actively engaged with both the neoliberal and Evangelical ideologies that inundated 

The Haven while firmly embedding that engagement within their experience as homeless 

individuals.   

Overview of the Dissertation 

In the following chapters, I illustrate the processes through which residents at The Haven 

discursively negotiated the ideologies of religious neoliberalism that permeated the shelter 

and how this negotiation framed their conceptualizations of their individual agency, their 

worth, and their ultimate rehabilitation. Through my analysis, I demonstrate how religious 

neoliberalism alters the framework for understanding homeless individuals’ agency and their 

experience of working towards self-sufficiency.  

In Chapter 2, I present the details of my methodology. Beginning with a discussion of 

The Haven’s operational structure and the pervasiveness of religious neoliberalism in the 

site, I then address my role as a volunteer and ethnographer at the shelter for eighteen 

months, as well as how my own encounters with the shelter’s ideologies altered the planned 

trajectory of my research. Finally, I detail my project design, from its initial inception, to my 
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interviews with the shelter staff and residents, to my final interaction with the shelter 

community.  

In Chapter 3, I delve deeper into the discussion of agency and what it means to be 

agentive as a resident at a religious-neoliberal homeless shelter. In my analysis, I 

demonstrate that The Haven’s residents and staff discursively co-constructed residents’ 

identities as agents, and that as agents, residents engaged both with neoliberal ideologies of 

self-sufficiency and with Evangelical ideologies of alignment with God. I argue that an 

understanding of agency uninformed by ethnographic insights into Evangelicalism is 

inadequate to capture the nuanced agency of the shelter residents.  

 Chapter 4 addresses another dimension of the competing ideologies that permeated 

The Haven: the notion of worth. In this chapter, I demonstrate that the shelter residents 

actively engaged with both neoliberal and Evangelical ideologies of worthiness espoused by 

the shelter staff, discursively positioning themselves as worthy of the shelter’s social services 

as well as of their own identity and salvation as Evangelicals. Engaging with these ideologies 

simultaneously, The Haven’s residents ultimately established their own valuation of worth 

based on a combination of the shelter’s religious and neoliberal ideologies that differed from 

how the shelter staff prioritized the ideologies.  

In Chapter 5, I examine the discursive circulation of the Evangelical ideologies of 

spiritual rebirth and individual sincerity at The Haven. Contrasting the expectations of the 

shelter staff with residents’ discursive positioning of themselves as participants in long-term 

rehabilitation programs as well as their evaluations of the spiritual sincerity of other residents 

and staff, I demonstrate that The Haven’s residents saw themselves as undergoing a long-

term rehabilitation process despite the Evangelical expectation that their transformation 
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would be instantaneous. I conclude by discussing the ways in which Evangelical ideologies 

of sincerity may perpetuate a presumption of clients’ deceit in discourses surrounding 

homelessness. 

 Finally, in Chapter 6 I discuss the implications of religious neoliberalism for a 

scholarly understanding of homelessness, agency, and neoliberal policy. While the 

contrasting ideologies of The Haven provided an ideal site in which to examine residents’ 

discursive negotiation of their agentive identities, it also highlights the prevalence of 

neoliberal and Evangelical ideologies in the southern region of the United States and the 

salience of these ideologies in the lives of homeless individuals.  
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Chapter 2 

 

Entering The Haven: Understanding the Faith-Based Homeless Shelter 

 

 

The first time I approached The Haven, it was snowing. The main building, chapel, 

courtyard, and parking lot were a blinding white, all covered in a thick blanket of fresh 

powder. I had been in Oak Hills for a couple of weeks and I still could not believe this 

wintery scene was in Texas. Where was the brilliant sun, the overwhelming heat that I had 

heard so much about? As I hopped down out of my friend Aaron’s truck, my boots slipped on 

the ice and I steadied myself against the vehicle. Glancing around, I was relieved to find the 

parking lot empty of people—unlike on the crowded streets downtown, here there was no 

audience to laugh at my lack of balance. I knew I stood out among the locals; walking and 

driving on ice were unfamiliar to me due to my childhood on the California coast, and 

everywhere I went, I felt like I moved at half the speed of everyone else.  

I looked around me, taking in the mostly vacant lot, the sparse vegetation in the 

surrounding field, the pothole-ridden road. A mile off the city’s main thoroughfares, hidden 

by trees and overgrown weeds, the sprawling building was surprisingly easy to miss; Aaron 

and I had been convinced that we were driving in the wrong direction when we exited the 

highway, scouring the horizon and seeing nothing except a clump of trees in the distance. 

Standing in front of The Haven, however, I began to think that maybe that was exactly the 

point. Perhaps this shelter was designed to be inconspicuous, a secret hiding place for the 

men, women, and children who came to seek refuge from abusive parents, dangerous 

spouses, and the temptation of various addictions. There was no placard on the outside of the 

shelter, no signpost along the road. We simply figured that, given the lack of other buildings 

in the area, that must have been the one we were looking for. Looking up at the structure 



25 

 

before me, I saw a small white cross on the wall of one wing. There was no other indicator of 

the building’s function.  

As Aaron and I walked carefully along the path to the front door, dodging spots that 

looked particularly slick or icy, my excitement grew. Everything locals had told me about 

The Haven was impressive. Over the past fifty years, the homeless shelter had provided food, 

lodging, social services, and professional development courses to thousands of men and 

women. And it had offered all of those services without the help of government funding. 

Through a collaboration of churches, philanthropists, and local businesses, the Oak Hills 

community had built this organization from the ground up and I was determined to be a part 

of it. I opened the door and stepped inside, Aaron following close behind. 

The lobby was small, with windows and doors revealing additional rooms on each 

side. A few chairs lined the walls neatly in one corner, and a small table with magazines 

occupied the center of the room. I was taken aback by how clean everything was: Unlike the 

inner-city shelters and soup kitchens I had volunteered at in the Bay Area, every piece of 

furniture and decoration in The Haven was tidy, dusted, and in its place, and I felt like I had 

entered a business office rather than a homeless shelter. Even the air smelled fresh, a slight 

fragrance coming from the fresh flowers in the corner. As I stood taking in my surroundings, 

a girl who looked to be about my age walked past me in silence, her jacket hood pulled down 

over her eyes. I could just make out a fresh scar running the length of her right cheek before 

she stepped out into the cold, the door slamming shut behind her. I winced instinctively and 

then smiled when I saw the handwritten note on the door: PLEASE CLOSE DOOR 

GENTLY. Making a mental note to remember that request when I left, I stepped further into 

the shelter. 
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I walked the short distance across the lobby, past the impressively large plaque with 

the names of major donors, and stepped up to a counter that ran the width of the room with a 

glass divider with holes to speak through. As Aaron entered the lobby behind me, a grey-

haired woman on the other side of the glass looked up. I stumbled through my introduction—

unfortunately not quite the smooth elevator-speech I had practiced in the truck on the way to 

the shelter—saying I had spoken to Shannon on the phone and that my friend and I were 

there to help salt some icy sidewalks. It turned out we were in the right place after all: The 

woman behind the desk stood up and introduced herself as Miss Shannon, The Haven’s 

office manager. Within minutes, we were on a whirlwind tour of the shelter, with Miss 

Shannon pointing out various study rooms and dormitories as we walked down the long, 

narrow hallways that connected the shelter’s various wings. 

Aaron accompanied us on the tour, including the women’s dormitory wings, which 

caused Miss Shannon some discomfort until he assured her that he would be respectful and 

wait in the common areas while she showed me the private rooms. His presence on the tour 

meant that each time we entered one of the female-only hallways, Miss Shannon would 

shout, “MAN IN THE ROOM!” to alert the residents. In our rushed tour, it was hard to take 

in the significance of this announcement: Miss Shannon’s words were not issued out of 

politeness but instead were an important warning for those female residents who, driven to 

the shelter by (often physically) abusive relationships, were uncomfortable being around any 

men. Thinking about this warning later that day, and again when I learned about The Haven’s 

policy of never revealing to outsiders who was staying at the shelter, I realized that this 

shelter was more than just a place to eat and sleep. It was a safe place, perhaps the only safe 

space the current residents had ever known.   
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As Miss Shannon slowed down, indicating that we were nearing the end of our tour, I 

knew I was running out of time to bring up my research interests. When I had spoken to her 

on the phone prior to coming to the shelter that day, I had simply asked if The Haven was 

looking for volunteers and had avoided mentioning my potential dissertation research until I 

could do so in person, and I knew that this was my opportunity to bring up that research. I 

panicked that I might be pigeonholed into a one-time-volunteer position because I was 

ostensibly there to salt sidewalks, or that the staff would feel I had deceived them if I waited 

until a later date to mention my project. So, with about as much eloquence as I had 

demonstrated in my introduction, I abruptly changed topics and brought up my proposed 

dissertation work on homeless communities and homeless shelters, said I would like to 

volunteer on a regular basis, and asked Miss Shannon if I could interview her about the 

shelter and her work there. Somehow, despite my being a stranger and asking a rather large 

favor, Miss Shannon said she would be thrilled to have me volunteer at The Haven and that 

she had no problem being interviewed. Arranging to come back to the shelter later that week, 

I left, brimming with excitement at how smoothly my first meeting had gone.  

Well, first Aaron and I salted the sidewalks.  

* 

That afternoon, when I stood outside The Haven and looked up at its plain, white walls, 

knowing that I would soon be familiar with many of its hidden policies and processes, I 

could see the whole path of my dissertation laid out before me. While the clarity I 

experienced in that moment vanished sooner than I would have liked, my involvement in the 

shelter over the next year and a half led me to far greater depths than I had expected to reach 

in my research. This chapter details the process by which I came to understand The Haven 
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and its community from my positions as a volunteer and a researcher between February 2015 

and August 2016. Recognizable aspects of The Haven that are not relevant to or examined in 

the current study have been omitted in order to preserve the anonymity of the shelter. 

The Haven 

To the community it served, The Haven was more than a homeless shelter. The difference 

was noticeable, as I would hear time and time again from my study participants, from the 

moment a prospective resident first walked through the front door. Instead of the fluorescent 

lights, rancid odors, and crowded waiting rooms that individuals had come to expect at the 

shelters they had stayed at in the past, new arrivals at The Haven found a clean, empty 

waiting room, with sunlight streaming through the windows and a faint scent of fresh flowers 

in the air. And before they even had a chance to wonder what they should do next, they were 

greeted by a friendly staff member and offered a seat and a place to put their belongings.  

The Intake Process 

As a volunteer in The Haven’s office, I quickly learned the procedure for welcoming new 

residents to the shelter. Within minutes of a prospective Client’s arrival at The Haven, Miss 

Shannon or another staff member on duty would enter the lobby and greet the new resident, 

informing them that they were safe and that they had been led to The Haven “for a reason.” 

Sitting down next to the Client, Miss Shannon would then walk them through The Haven’s 

intake process. First, the Client would be asked to provide official identification documents 

such as a state driver’s license and Social Security card, so that Miss Shannon could check 

The Haven’s listing of “barred” residents—that is, former residents who had been removed 

from the shelter, often with the aid of local police, after violating The Haven’s conduct or 

substance abuse policies—as well as the national online database of registered sex offenders, 
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to ensure that the Client did not have any preexisting and disqualifying legal history. If the 

prospective Client had not previously been barred from The Haven and was not a registered 

sex offender (each of which was a rare occurrence, in my experience at The Haven), Miss 

Shannon would then provide them with a set of forms to fill out, detailing their personal 

information and any current medications and acknowledging their receipt and understanding 

of The Haven’s policies. Once the forms were completed and signed, Miss Shannon would 

collect the paperwork and store it in the Client’s new shelter file, alongside photocopies of 

their photo identification and Social Security cards. Finally, she would go through the 

shelter’s daily schedule, which included all open-access services, from three meals each day 

to chapel and Bible study times, and provide the Client with a written copy of the schedule 

for reference.  

 At this point in the intake process, Miss Shannon collected any medications and 

weapons in the Client’s possession (a large number of residents entered The Haven with 

knives that they had owned for protection while living on the streets) and required them to 

submit their personal belongings to be sprayed with disinfectant and stored in the shelter’s 

hothouse for several hours to ensure that any existing insects or germs had been 

exterminated. Each resident was allowed to keep only what they could fit in one large trash 

bag; the rest of their belongings were disposed of in a dumpster at one side of the shelter lot. 

Then, having worked efficiently behind the scenes while the Client was filling out the intake 

forms, Miss Shannon would be ready with a set of clean clothes, underwear, toiletries, and a 

towel and would invite the Client to take a warm shower, clean up, and relax while waiting 

for their belongings to be disinfected. Within three hours, the new Client would be showered, 
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fed, and provided with a private locker for their belongings and a safe place to sleep in one of 

the shelter’s Client dormitories.  

Life as a Client: The First Ten to Thirty Days 

Once accepted into The Haven, all new Clients were invited to reside at the shelter for ten 

consecutive days. This duration was contingent upon a Client’s adherence to the shelter’s 

conduct and substance abuse policies, which prohibited any resident from engaging in 

disruptive or violent behavior, using drugs or alcohol, missing evening check-in at 4:30 PM, 

or spending a night away from the shelter without acquiring prior written permission from a 

staff member. 

 Within twenty-four hours of arriving at The Haven, each Client met one-on-one with 

an on-site case worker to address any specific needs the individual Client had, from 

assistance with legal processes such as Child Protective Services (CPS) negotiations and 

acquiring official identification cards to professional resources such as job and housing 

applications. If the Client was interested in staying at The Haven beyond the allotted initial 

ten days, they could ask a case worker for a personalized “Plan of Action,” which detailed 

the tasks the Client was required to complete in exchange for an additional twenty days at the 

shelter. If at any time the Client was remiss in carrying out these added duties, they would be 

given a warning and, if they continued to fail to complete their Plan of Action, they would be 

asked to leave the shelter and would not be allowed to return for one year.  

 If, on the other hand, a Client following a Plan of Action successfully completed all 

of the tasks they had been assigned by the conclusion of their first thirty days at The Haven, 

one of the shelter case workers would meet with them to discuss the possibility of their 

continuing their time at The Haven as a participant in one of the shelter’s four long-term 



31 

 

programs: the men’s academic program, the women’s academic program, the men’s recovery 

program, or the women’s recovery program. If the Client expressed interest in participating 

in one of these programs, the case worker would assess their commitment to bettering 

themselves—based on the individual’s behavior and demonstrated adherence to their Plan of 

Action over the past month—as well as the Client’s specific needs, and would then decide 

which program would be best suited to meet those needs. Upon approval to enter one of The 

Haven’s long-term programs, the Client would collect their belongings from the dormitory in 

which they had spent the past thirty days, pin a Programmer “badge” to their shirt, and move 

across the shelter to the dormitory that housed the long-term program participants.  

 It is of note that some of The Haven’s Clients were expected to pursue entry into one 

of the long-term programs before they even arrived at the shelter. The Haven had a strong 

relationship with police departments and district attorneys in Oak Hills and the neighboring 

counties, and the shelter staff often visited local jails to offer individuals the chance to 

participate in their long-term programs in lieu of finishing their jail sentence. Similarly, some 

residents were sent to The Haven by CPS; if they successfully completed the long-term 

program to which they had been assigned, CPS assisted them in retaining custody of their 

children. All of these individuals were still required to complete a Plan of Action and to be 

screened prior to entering one of the long-term programs.  

The Privileged Programmer 

Once a Client gained access to one of the shelter’s long-term programs, the metaphorical 

doors of the world were opened to them—as were the previously locked doors within The 

Haven. From that moment forward, the Client—now termed a “Programmer”—was part of 

an elite minority within The Haven, a minority that received not only increased access to 
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services and assistance from shelter staff, but also added responsibilities as a valued and 

integral member of the shelter community. 

As a Programmer at The Haven, an individual’s focus varied based on the goals that 

they had established with their case worker prior to entering one of the long-term programs. 

At a minimum, all Programmers had access to parenting classes, one-on-one counseling with 

a case worker, and individual meetings with a professional therapist who came to The Haven 

one or two days each week. But the day-to-day tasks of the Programmers, separated by 

program focus and duration, varied greatly from one individual to the next. In the three-

month men’s and women’s academic programs, Programmers spent the majority of their time 

learning how to write résumés, use online and other job search media, and conduct 

themselves during a job interview, with additional guidance and study materials provided if 

an individual wished to acquire their GED or high school equivalency. In contrast, 

Programmers in the two recovery programs focused on building “life skills” that they could 

apply to real-world situations as well as on establishing relationships with their peers that 

were intended to enable them to succeed socially in the world once they left The Haven. 

While the women’s recovery program dedicated eight months to this process, the men’s 

recovery program was divided between six months of “recovery-related activities” and six 

months of practical work experience; through a collaboration with local businesses, 

Programmers at this second stage in the men’s program participated in day labor in exchange 

for work experience and a small wage, which they were paid as a lump sum upon completion 

of The Haven’s program.  

 In addition to these practical resources reserved for Programmers, The Haven 

provided additional incentives for its Clients to apply for Programmer status. While I was 
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unable to find any official policy on the matter (and the shelter staff never explicitly admitted 

to it), I was informed by both Programmers and Clients that Programmers were favored by 

The Haven’s staff. This preferential treatment had visible results in the shelter’s day-to-day 

functioning: When clothing or services such as haircuts were donated to the shelter, 

Programmers were given first pick of the items and appointments, and only Programmers 

were trusted to fulfill their daily cleaning assignments—a requirement of all of The Haven’s 

residents—within the offices in the locked staff hallway. Additionally, I frequently observed 

that Programmers who approached the office window to ask a question were greeted with a 

warmer smile and a more thorough response than Clients who approached the same staff 

members. 

 Programmers’ relationships with The Haven’s staff had substantial implications for 

their success in exiting homelessness and acquiring their own housing and employment. 

Previous research has discussed the effect of relationships between shelter staff and shelter 

residents on the duration of an individual’s homelessness (MacKnee and Mervyn 2002), and 

I also observed this effect at The Haven: The shelter’s staff determined not only who was 

granted access into one of the long-term programs, but also which Programmers would 

receive additional assistance with finding and funding housing at the conclusion of the 

program. And if a Programmer successfully completed the program to which they had been 

assigned but did not feel emotionally ready to leave The Haven, the shelter staff could grant 

the individual an extension by directing them into one of the other long-term programs. This 

practice happened with some frequency: When I attended The Haven’s evening graduation 

ceremony in the fall of 2016, several of the women who graduated from the academy 

program that night had previously completed the women’s recovery program; by 
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participating in more than one long-term program, these women had managed to stay at The 

Haven for an entire consecutive year. An individual’s ability to reside at The Haven and their 

chance of success in becoming independent enough to leave the shelter were thus contingent 

upon a positive personal relationship with the shelter staff.  

While Programmers at The Haven enjoyed a number of benefits that Clients did not, 

they also faced additional requirements. Furthermore, just as the first thirty days a resident 

spent at The Haven as a Client were a sort of “probation,” the months that a resident spent as 

a Programmer were equally probationary, but of a different kind. In exchange for greater 

access to shelter resources and external services, Programmers were required to engage in the 

religious practices and ideologies that permeated The Haven.  

The Baptist Background of The Haven 

Like the vast majority of social services available to the homeless population in Oak Hills, 

The Haven was a staunchly faith-based shelter. A member of the Association of Gospel 

Rescue Missions—a conglomerate of roughly three hundred faith-based service agencies 

with a presence in nearly all fifty of the United States—The Haven’s declared mission was to 

assist those in need through the teachings of Jesus Christ. At The Haven, helping the 

homeless meant offering them salvation through God.  

In keeping with the local culture, The Haven’s Evangelical policies and practices 

were firmly grounded in Baptist belief. The Haven’s own pastor-turned-shelter director had 

received his vocational training from a nationally renowned fundamental Baptist seminary in 

the Southern United States, and the view of Christianity propagated by the seminary and 

assimilated by the director provided the roots for The Haven’s Christian ideologies. First and 

foremost, the shelter’s staff preached the fundamentalist belief in Biblical inerrancy, the 
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doctrine that the Protestant Bible is entirely accurate and therefore that no Biblical Scripture 

can be challenged. Second, in accord with the foundational tenets of Evangelicalism, The 

Haven’s staff undertook to share God’s Word with “the lost,” or unsaved, members of the 

community—which, in the context of The Haven, amounted to every individual who sought 

shelter within its walls, even if they had been religiously “saved” previously. And finally, 

The Haven promulgated the Baptist belief that every person can and must be reborn, or born 

again—that is, they must achieve spiritual salvation through the repentance of their sins and 

their affirmation of faith in Jesus Christ as their personal Savior.  

The presence of faith-based ideologies at The Haven affected all of the shelter’s 

residents, with the strongest influence necessarily being exerted on the Programmers. Unlike 

Clients, who were free to spend their time as they wished as long as they obeyed The 

Haven’s conduct and drug abuse policies and returned to the shelter each day in time for the 

evening check-in, all Programmers at The Haven were required to participate in the shelter’s 

twice-daily Bible study sessions and chapel services, memorize scripture, and fill out self-

reflection workbooks that guided them in applying Christ’s teachings to their daily lives. 

Because The Haven accepted government-issued food stamps, it was legally prohibited from 

mandating resident participation in religious services. However, The Haven’s approach to 

this legality was to “recommend” Bible study participation and chapel attendance for Clients 

and to make participation in the long-term, faith-based programs voluntary; by leaving the 

decision to participate in religious services up to the individual resident, The Haven utilized a 

loophole in the federal policy. The shelter did not technically enforce religion: The decision 

to apply for one of the long-term religious programs was entirely up to the Client, and an 

individual who did not wish to participate in the faith-based aspect of the shelter could stay at 
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The Haven, receive three daily meals, and meet with a case worker for ten consecutive days 

without this additional participation.  

Gender Roles at The Haven 

Just as fundamental Baptist views influenced The Haven’s treatment of Clients and 

Programmers, those same ideologies governed The Haven’s separation of women and men 

both within its programs and in its day-to-day practices. In Baptist belief, men and women 

were created equal, both in God’s image, but hold very different roles throughout life; 

Christian practice thus requires an individual to remain within the scope of their gender role. 

The Baptist seminary at which The Haven’s director received his vocational training explains 

these expected roles in its mission statement, employing an analogy that compares men to 

Jesus Christ and women to the Christian church. While the Biblical source is not cited by the 

seminary, this analogy is in reference to Ephesians 5:22-25, which the King James Version 

translates as follows:  

22 Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as unto the Lord.  
23 For the husband is the head of the wife, even as Christ is the head of the church:  

    and he is the saviour of the body.  
24 Therefore as the church is subject unto Christ, so let the wives be to their own  

    husbands in every thing.  
25 Husbands, love your wives, even as Christ also loved the church, and gave  

    himself for it;  

 

In this Christian view, women and men are equally important to the extent that women are 

needed to assist men, just as the Christian church supports and continues the teachings of 

Christ.  

 Within The Haven, this ideology was apparent in the differential treatment of men 

and women. While the same administrators interacted with all residents, the male and female 

residents were separated into different long-term programs, resided in different dormitories, 
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participated in different Bible study sessions, worked with different instructors in their 

courses, and pursued different vocational training. As I discuss in Chapter 3, I had the 

opportunity to read one of the textbooks used exclusively in the women’s recovery program. 

As a guidebook detailing what the reader must do in order to become a Christian woman, it 

undoubtedly carried a different message from that provided to the male Programmers, 

although I did not have the opportunity to compare it to the text the men used in their 

program: As a female volunteer, my own exposure to the shelter programs was limited to the 

women’s academic and recovery programs. 

 The traditional Baptist ideologies that governed The Haven also affected the level of 

formality with which male and female staff were addressed. While all shelter residents were 

addressed and referred to by first name, both the shelter staff and residents addressed and 

referred to each of the female staff members as “Miss ____,” regardless of marital status, and 

addressed and referred to each of the male staff members by nicknames. Even the director, a 

man who held the highest position within the shelter, was referred to simply as “Joe” by The 

Haven’s community.  

 The lack of formality used to address Joe and the other male staff at The Haven is 

found throughout Evangelical communities (Balmer 2014[1989]), where many of the formal 

practices maintained by more traditional Christian denominations such as the Catholic 

Church are considered archaic and counterproductive to establishing a personal relationship 

with God (Hoenes del Pinal 2011). At The Haven, as in other Evangelical congregations, 

community members dressed casually for chapel services, remained seated during prayer, 

and discussed the gospel in colloquial language; the congregation was considered a family, 

and a participant could walk into chapel straight from the gym—as I was informed by one of 
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the local community members who invited me to join their congregation—and experience a 

close relationship with God, free of judgment. 

The Donors 

The Haven’s Baptist ideologies also predominated in the surrounding community of Oak 

Hills. As a primarily faith-based organization, The Haven received all of the funding for its 

construction, its long-term programs, and the salary for its twenty employees from local 

donors, the great majority of whom were affiliated with the shelter through churches and 

other religious organizations. Upholding and disseminating Baptist and other Evangelical 

beliefs enabled The Haven to maintain a dynamic relationship with the surrounding 

community, simultaneously participating in community ideologies and sharing those values 

with residents in harmony with the teachings of Evangelicalism.  

By the time I stumbled into its lobby on that cold February day in 2015, The Haven 

had been enjoying this symbiotic relationship with Oak Hills for over fifty years. Donations 

from affluent community members had funded The Haven’s initial founding, its expansion, 

and the construction of its new building at the edge of town, a quiet spot far removed from 

the crowded business district in which the organization had begun. At the shelter’s semi-

annual fundraising events—one of which I was fortunate enough to attend in my capacity as 

a shelter volunteer—wealthy community members payed upwards of ten thousand dollars 

each to secure a seat at the donors’ tables, pledging additional sums to The Haven over the 

course of the event. Through these donations, The Haven enjoyed a surplus of income; 

garnering more funding than was required to run its programs each year, the shelter was 

frequently able to develop and implement additional resources for its residents. 
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The Haven’s close relationship with the local community affected its operation in 

non-financial ways as well. Despite its non-profit status, The Haven was influenced by 

dominant neoliberal ideologies within American society and was structured like a 

corporation, complete with a site director, a CEO (Joe), and a board of directors who made 

decisions regarding shelter programs based on program results. This corporate focus and 

neoliberal ideology had a tangible impact on the shelter. In a stringent interpretation of the 

Evangelical belief in being born again, The Haven’s community believed that while the act 

of committing oneself to a Christian life was the only requirement to overcoming one’s sinful 

past, being born again was a permanent transformation. This conviction led The Haven to 

advocate a seemingly idiosyncratic notion: that by being born again, residents would have 

“complete Victory”—spelled with a capital V, as Joe informed me—over their past lives and 

addictions and never again be tempted by drugs, alcohol, or other bad influences. To 

convince both current residents and potential donors of the possibility of this Victory, The 

Haven hired some of its former program graduates to work as office assistants, case workers, 

and program directors. By highlighting men and women who had been rehabilitated into 

society thanks to The Haven’s faith-based programs, the shelter ensured the surrounding 

community’s continued support, both financially and socially. 

The results-driven focus of The Haven and its relationship with the local Evangelical 

community also meant that Joe and the other shelter staff were deeply invested in the 

development of Clients into Programmers as well as in those Programmers’ subsequent 

success. Until a Programmer had graduated from the shelter, moved into their own housing, 

and maintained a stable position both professionally and financially, the possibility of 

“failure” loomed; only after a Programmer left the shelter would the staff know if that 
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individual had truly been saved. For this reason, The Haven’s staff considered it necessary to 

evaluate the sincerity of Programmers throughout their time at the shelter, an issue that I 

discuss in detail in Chapter 5.  

In the following section, I describe my experience navigating The Haven and its 

Evangelical community through my multiple identities as a volunteer, a researcher, and an 

atheist.  

An Atheist Researcher in a Christian Shelter 

When I began volunteering at The Haven in February of 2015, my key task was to convince 

the staff that I was committed to volunteering at the shelter for the foreseeable future. To my 

surprise given the regularity with which community members told me they had volunteered 

at The Haven, Miss Shannon—who had taken on the role of my supervisor—was incredulous 

when I expressed interest in volunteering for more than a single day. Most of The Haven’s 

volunteers were high school or university students fulfilling community service 

requirements, and as such, Miss Shannon frequently asked me whether I planned to come 

back and if I needed her to sign off on community service documents. Each day I assured her 

that I would be back, politely declined the paperwork, and said that I planned to be 

volunteering there for at least a year. Despite my repeated declarations and my stated interest 

in pursuing research at The Haven, however, it was several months before Miss Shannon and 

the other staff had stopped asking me whether I would be coming back.  

Having broached the topic of my doctoral research during my first visit to The Haven, 

I expanded on my specific research plans and Miss Shannon introduced me to the other staff 

as well as the residents as “Hannah, a volunteer who is researching homeless shelters and 

services for her PhD dissertation.” Indeed, I was positioned as a researcher from the 
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beginning of my time at The Haven. Miss Shannon’s method of introducing me to each 

member of the shelter community as a “volunteer and researcher,” rather than with the 

“Miss” prefix used with all other female community members, set me apart from the 

volunteers the staff and residents were accustomed to seeing, as did my frequent 

volunteering. Unlike the usual volunteers, I was allowed to work unsupervised, carry a set of 

shelter keys, and show up at the shelter unannounced. When, a month into my time as a 

volunteer, the shelter staff began requiring volunteers to wear name tags, Miss Shannon 

made me a bright pink nametag that stood out from the generic yellow ones that the 

traditional volunteers wore; while the other volunteers wore tags that read “Volunteer” and 

did not specify their names, mine had only my name written on it—because, as Miss 

Shannon said, I was “special” to them. It was of some surprise to me that the shelter staff and 

residents seemed unfazed by my research plans. While the staff displayed interest in my 

research by asking about my academic studies and my future career goals, they never 

questioned what I was hoping to study at The Haven. Residents appeared similarly 

undaunted; on the contrary, as I discuss in the section on interviews below, residents seemed 

excited that I was conducting research that might improve their lives or the lives of those 

around them.  

Partly to convince staff members that I intended to invest substantial time into 

volunteering at the shelter and partly to expedite my own socialization so that I could begin 

my data collection sooner, I started volunteering at The Haven on a frequent basis, 

sometimes spending upwards of twenty hours there each week. On a typical day, I would 

show up in the morning and often work through lunch, sorting donations, assisting various 

staff members, fielding phone calls, and picking up odd tasks that I saw needed to be 
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completed. When I first started, Miss Shannon kept track of the hours I spent at the shelter 

and gave me tasks to do, but within a month I had been given free rein to choose which 

projects to work on. I often spent hours at a time lifting boxes and cleaning and organizing 

shelves, or sitting surrounded by piles of paperwork that needed to be sorted into 

alphabetized resident files.  

Over the next six months, I became a part of The Haven’s community. On days when 

there was not much work to do, I sat with the Clients in the day room, ate lunch with them 

while the staff left the shelter, and helped them with their chores, learning bits and pieces of 

their life stories as we worked side by side. On rare occasions, I was entrusted with 

babysitting young children while their mothers were in classes, fostering a stronger 

connection with the shelter residents than I might otherwise have had. If all of the Clients 

were out applying for jobs or working and the Programmers were in class, I assisted the staff 

in the shelter office, gradually getting to know each of them. Moreover, when I casually 

spoke about my volunteer work to residents of Oak Hills in coffee shops and restaurants and 

at local events, I discovered that my work at The Haven was also a kind of “in” with the 

whole town: my commitment to an organization they cherished earned me the respect of the 

locals in a way that my brand-new Texas driver’s license never could. 

During my eighteen months as a volunteer and researcher at The Haven, I regularly 

took field notes about my work and about the interactions I had with staff and residents in the 

shelter office and at community events. The following sections are based on those notes.  

Expectations of Faith at The Haven: Participant-Observation as a Volunteer 

As a volunteer at The Haven, I often found myself forced to navigate the religious dimension 

of the shelter. Describing my experience as feeling “out of my element” would not come 
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close to capturing the difficulty I faced in this aspect of my research, and my aversion to 

discussions of religion had an acute impact on my ethnography. When I first visited The 

Haven and learned that it was faith-based, I misunderstood that to mean simply that it was 

supported by local churches and put the topic out of my mind as I focused on my new work. 

Somehow, despite the fact that I had just relocated to the Bible Belt, I was convinced that I 

could simply maneuver around the topic of religion if it ever came up. I was determined to 

wade through the religious influence at The Haven and to get to the heart of the shelter’s 

residents, and I was confident that the individuals at The Haven would tell me life stories that 

were somehow past the reaches of religion.  

In retrospect, I should have recognized the reality of the situation sooner, and I 

suspect that my liberal atheist upbringing is to blame for my being so far off the mark. My 

own experience with religion was limited to attendance at my cousins’ Catholic confirmation 

ceremonies, friends’ bat mitzvahs, and a few analytical theology courses I took while I was 

an undergraduate at Georgetown University, a Jesuit institution. I had read the Hebrew Bible 

in a literature course in college and attended sermons at churches and synagogues, but after 

those classes and services I had always returned home to my atheist friends and family and 

our decidedly secular conversations; no one in my native California or during my college 

days in Washington, DC, had ever asked me about my own religious views. Prior to moving 

to Oak Hills, I saw religion as something an individual checked off their to-do list on 

Sundays, and I thought that faith-based meant volunteer-based rather than governmental. I 

was content with the non-religious status quo I had grown up with and I took it for granted 

that I would be able to maintain my established practice of avoiding religion wherever I 

went.  
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Immediately after moving to Oak Hills, Texas, however, I was overwhelmed by the 

omnipresence of religion in the community: Within forty-eight hours, I had been invited to 

church three times by strangers who approached me on the street or in stores. I assumed that 

my California license plates and my decidedly non-Texan accent were giveaways to my out-

of-towner status, but it seemed as if I could not leave my house or run a single errand without 

being invited to join some congregation or other. At the end of my first two weeks in Oak 

Hills, I had been invited to join a dozen churches, and I began to wonder how long my “Well, 

I haven’t settled on a church yet” excuse would work. While I realized that the invitations to 

church were likely intended to welcome me to town—it was, perhaps, expected that I must 

be looking for a new church to call home in Oak Hills—to me, the invitations felt 

presumptuous and intrusive.  

In my first few months as a volunteer at The Haven, I encountered the same curiosity 

about my religious views that I had experienced in the surrounding community, but the 

inquisitiveness took a different form within the shelter. While other residents of Oak Hills 

had approached me and asked me directly about my church involvement, the staff at The 

Haven opted instead to inform me, unsolicited, of their own religious views. Within a month, 

each staff member had told me that God had called upon them to work at The Haven and that 

He had brought this particular group of men and women together to serve this community of 

homeless individuals. At the time, I was perturbed by the staff’s representation of their 

decisions as acts of God and I wondered why the staff did not instead say that they, as 

individuals, wanted to help the homeless. I discuss this issue of agency in Chapter 3.  

 Once The Haven’s staff had assured me of their established Christian convictions, 

they began to broach the subject of my own participation in the shelter’s religious activities. 
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On one memorable occasion, Miss Shannon called me out of the filing room where I had 

spent the morning and invited me to pray with her and several of the other staff members in 

the office hallway. I took the hands of the women on either side of me, desperately hoping 

that they would not ask me to say anything, because I doubted my ability to produce a prayer 

that would satisfy them. Fortunately, Miss Shannon led the prayer, leaving me to peek at the 

group as they stood with their eyes closed and their heads bowed; I of course made sure to 

close my eyes before she finished speaking, so that I would not get caught looking around. 

When the prayer ended, I muttered the requisite “Amen” and slipped back into the filing 

room where I could breathe normally again.  

 Spontaneous prayer sessions were not the only daily religious practices at the shelter, 

however, and it wasn’t long before Miss Shannon encouraged me to attend one of the 

women’s Bible study classes. When I arrived at the shelter one morning and the staff did not 

have any work for me to do, I decided to brave the class, figuring it would at least be a good 

addition to my ethnography. Sitting in the bright day room with a group of seven or eight 

female residents, I listened as Miss Brenda, one of the caseworkers, read from the Bible. I 

followed along in a shelter copy, managing to turn to each passage with the speed of a 

familiar reader—in actuality I had simply observed the other women, identified who was the 

most well-versed, and copied her movements as she pinched a group of pages and flipped to 

a certain section—but I felt myself holding my breath, as I had each time I had been invited 

to pray. Towards the end of the Bible study, Miss Brenda asked me to share my thoughts on 

the passage we had just read, and I hoped no one would notice how I left out any explicit 

mention of my own faith as I related the passage to my life. When I finished speaking, I 
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looked up at Miss Brenda and felt a huge wave of relief when she agreed with and elaborated 

on my understanding of the text.  

 After my seemingly successful participation in Bible study, however, not a day went 

by when I was not conscious of my position as an atheist in a religious organization. At 

times, I discovered that I had inadvertently violated The Haven’s ideological policies. On one 

such occasion, Miss Shannon warned a Client not to get a tattoo because “Jesus absolutely 

forbids branding” while I sat next to her with a tattoo showing plainly on my forearm, the 

summer heat preventing me from putting on the sweater I usually wore inside the shelter. 

When Miss Shannon noticed my tattoo a few minutes later, she haltingly qualified her 

previous statement and said that maybe some tattoos were okay, if they were respectful and 

had a significant and spiritual meaning to the individual, but I doubted that my ampersand 

would fit that bill. Just a few weeks later, Miss Shannon pulled me aside while I was working 

in the office and told me disappointedly that “tops like that” were not allowed at The 

Haven—referring to my modestly cut, wide-strap tank top. I looked at the staff around me, 

many of whom wore low-cut blouses on a daily basis, and silently wondered what key point I 

was missing. The shelter had not provided me with behavioral guidelines or a dress code, and 

I was troubled by my feeling that I was somehow expected to know the rules without anyone 

telling me.  

 I occasionally worried that the shelter staff would prevent me from conducting my 

research at the shelter if they found out that not only did I not talk about God, I in fact did not 

believe in God. Given the transparency required by my human subjects committee, I 

considered whether I was ethically obligated to inform my research community that I was an 

atheist. During my eighteen months as a volunteer at The Haven, however, the question of 
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my personal faith in God (or lack thereof) was never addressed; no resident or staff member 

asked me if I believed in God, if I was a Christian, or which church I attended. Furthermore, 

my time as a volunteer and ethnographer led me to conclude that atheist was not a 

fathomable category at The Haven: Within this shelter and the surrounding community, an 

individual was either Baptist, other Evangelical, or simply the wrong kind of Christian. I thus 

decided that I would address the issue of my atheism if it ever came up but that I would not 

force its discussion within this community.  

Despite my decision to leave my atheism undisclosed, however, I remained conscious 

of my own stance on religion throughout my time at The Haven. When my actions appeared 

to violate the shelter’s policies, I began to worry that my own distance from the culture of 

The Haven would prevent me from conducting my dissertation research there. I was therefore 

extremely relieved when, eight or nine months into my time at the shelter, Miss Shannon told 

me, “You’ve worked yourself out of a job!” Putting my volunteer days behind me, I used the 

opportunity to arrange a meeting with the CEO to discuss my research goals.  

The Project Design  

My first step in officially beginning my dissertation project was to meet with The Haven’s 

CEO, Joe. I assumed when I scheduled that meeting that I would simply pitch my project 

idea to Joe and he would decide whether to approve it, but our meeting quickly developed 

into a lengthy conversation about homeless shelters and services throughout the United 

States. In the course of our conversation, it turned out that Joe had research ideas of his own 

that he hoped I would pursue, and while my primary interest was in residents’ discussion of 

their current life at the shelter, I agreed to expand my research to address Joe’s interest in the 

events that had led to residents’ homelessness.  
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 Approaching the residents’ experience from both temporal points of interest proved to 

be extremely valuable. Not only did the inclusion of interview questions about residents’ 

prior experiences aid in my collection of their demographic information, but these questions 

also gave me greater insight into the types of changes that residents were undergoing at the 

shelter. Asking about a resident’s past forced me to conduct a more thorough examination of 

their progression through homelessness and allowed me to gain a better understanding of the 

differences in my participants’ personal histories. In addition, incorporating Joe’s goals into 

my project enabled me to compile data that would be constructive and relevant to my 

research community, a crucial goal in any sociolinguistic work, and especially ethnographic 

research (Linguistic Society of America 2009; Mallinson, Childs, and Herk 2013). 

 Joe and I agreed upon one-on-one interviews as the most appropriate method of data 

collection, for several important reasons. First, and most obvious, was the fact that 

participants might end up discussing very sensitive and personal information in the 

interviews and might not feel comfortable talking about those details in front of other 

residents. Additionally, one-on-one interviews rather than group interviews made for an 

easier consent process: If something came up in a group interview that one participant did not 

feel comfortable discussing or including in my data, I would lose data from all present 

participants. 

 The second factor that Joe and I considered in our jointly constructed project design 

was the level of formality of the interviews. Our first decision was to agree that I would dress 

casually—on the same formality level of the shelter residents—for each of the interviews. 

Joe recommended that I dress the way I was dressed that day, in jeans, a t-shirt, and blazer; 

he was concerned that if I wore a suit or other formal attire, shelter residents might associate 
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me with the “official” personnel who collaborated with The Haven, such as social workers, 

police, lawyers, and doctors, and that such an association could make participants wary and 

less likely to open up to me. Joe warned me that The Haven’s residents were no strangers to 

government surveys and legal forms, and because I was going to ask each participant to sign 

a consent form at the start of our interview, it was crucial that I go out of my way to 

distinguish myself from institutional representatives.  

 The other key strategy for establishing a high degree of comfort and informality was 

the structuring of my interviews as conversational rather than informational. I knew from my 

training in linguistics that this was the preferred methodological approach for qualitative, 

ethnographic research, proven to be effective in a variety of sociocultural contexts (e.g., 

Bucholtz 2010; Talmy 2010), including within vulnerable homeless populations (Kirst et al. 

2014). As a result of this conversational interview design, I occasionally found myself 

talking and sharing more of my own history than I had originally intended to reveal. 

Ultimately, however, I believe that my own participation and investment in the interviews 

greatly enhanced the rapport between me and my participants, leading them to share more of 

their own stories than they might have if I had not been such an active participant in the 

conversation; for the brief duration of the interview, the divide between me as a non-

homeless researcher and my participants as residents in a homeless shelter narrowed ever so 

slightly through our mutual sharing of personal stories, hardships, and successes. Some of my 

participants truly let me into their lives, sharing their stories in all of their emotional detail, 

and for that I am eternally grateful.  

 Finally, it is important to mention here that I had initially thought it would be a good 

idea to have a staff member (such as each resident’s case worker) present during my 
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interviews with residents of the shelter. Prior to conducting any interviews or finalizing my 

protocol with the human subjects committee at UC Santa Barbara, however, I decided against 

this approach. While I at first thought that the presence of a staff member might make 

residents more comfortable—after all, I was a complete stranger to most of them, despite my 

frequent presence at the shelter as a volunteer—I realized that it was my comfort level that I 

would be protecting, not that of the residents. For my own part, I was concerned about 

determining whether each participant was legally able to give consent, given the nature of my 

research population (a point I discuss later in this chapter), and I was not entirely sure I 

would feel safe being alone with some of the residents. 

It turned out to be crucial to this study that I chose not to have a staff member present 

during my interviews with residents. Over the course of my data collection, I ended up 

discussing very personal and sometimes upsetting details about residents’ interactions both 

with other residents and with shelter staff, and I doubt that my participants would have been 

so willing to discuss those aspects of their experience had a staff member been present. My 

fears about determining a resident’s mental competency to provide informed consent to 

participate in my study were realized with only one participant, whose interview I have 

elected to omit from my data for that reason. Similarly, I was concerned for my safety on 

only one occasion, when a participant’s heightened emotion and his description of his 

frequent arrests for aggressive and destructive behavior made me worry that I might trigger 

his anger if I asked something that upset him. While the thought of that interview still gives 

me a slight chill, and while I was admittedly very relieved when it ended and I escaped into 

the fresh summer air, I also know that I collected valuable and important data during that 

interview. At no point did the participant threaten me, and at no point was I in any real 
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danger. I feel that it is both ethically and scientifically important for me to include this 

participant’s thoughts and experiences in my data and not to judge or penalize him for his 

past, as so many others in his life were inclined to do.  

In the following section, I expand on the ethical concerns I faced when designing my 

study and describe the steps I took to address each issue.  

Ethical Considerations  

Prior to conducting any interviews with residents or staff, I secured official approval for my 

project from my university’s human subjects committee. There was some initial concern 

from committee members about how I could preserve the emotional and mental well-being of 

the study participants while asking questions that might trigger upsetting memories, so I 

worked closely with Joe to draft questions that, while specific, were sensitive to the issues 

faced by the vulnerable population I was studying, and I worked to make sure that the project 

design and implementation were of minimal risk to participants. I additionally took care to 

ensure that all participants knew that, even though the interview was being audio-recorded, I 

would omit any data from my data set if they decided either then or at a later date that they 

were uncomfortable with a specific segment. Each participant was informed both on the 

posted invitation to participate (Appendix A) and when discussing the informed consent form 

(Appendix B) at the start of the interview that their participation was voluntary and that they 

could end the interview at any time. I reiterated that all identifying information would be 

omitted and that the identity of each speaker would not be revealed to anyone at the shelter or 

anywhere else, at any time during or after the study. Throughout the interviews, I paid close 

attention to how participants were responding to my questions to gauge whether I needed to 

switch topics or end the interview on their behalf. But such problems did not arise, and many 
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of my participants thanked me at the end of the interview, expressing just how rare it was for 

someone to sit down with them for as long as they liked and to listen to their life story with 

genuine interest.  

As noted above, my primary concern when designing my project was whether the 

members of this community were all legally able to give consent to participate in the 

interview component of my study, even when they signed up voluntarily and were informed 

of the procedure. Given the nature of the homeless community, this was a very real and very 

serious concern: It is well documented that a high percentage of the country’s homeless 

population has mental disabilities, which may preclude them from making an informed 

decision about their own privacy and safety, such as whether or not to participate in a 

research project (National Institutes of Mental Health 2009). To allay my concerns on this 

matter, Joe and I agreed that the shelter staff would determine whether interested residents 

were able to participate in the project. We reached this mutually beneficial conclusion 

because the staff were responsible for conducting the intake process for each resident, 

including discussing any required medication and counseling. Additionally, the staff 

interacted with the residents every day and were therefore more appropriately qualified to 

make a determination as to a resident’s mental health than I would be after interacting with 

them for only a few minutes.  

The other primary point of concern I faced when designing the study was my ability 

to ensure that my participants (especially the residents) would not be penalized for their 

participation. I spoke with Joe about this concern, because part of my arrangement with the 

shelter was that—in addition to a written, anonymized report of my findings—I would 

provide a copy of each participant’s signed consent form, to be kept in the individual’s 
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official file at the shelter, in which all shelter surveys, consent forms, and legal documents 

were kept. These files were secured in a locked filing room in the (also locked) staff hallway, 

so no resident or outsider would have access to them. The shelter staff, however, did have 

access to the file room, as they each used it to secure any data they gathered in their official 

interactions with residents. I was concerned, therefore, that staff might find out which of the 

residents had participated in the study, and that their knowledge of an individual’s 

involvement might negatively impact the resident’s access to shelter services. My concern on 

this point was assuaged on two counts. First, the shelter staff, and especially Joe, were very 

vocal in their excitement about my project, both to me and to others at The Haven. Second, 

the residents I interviewed were anything but secretive about their participation in my study, 

a fact I was made aware of early in my data collection process, when a staff member told me 

that one of the residents I had interviewed had told her all about our interview and the 

questions I had asked—including questions about the resident’s opinion of her shelter case 

worker. Thus, while I had been worried about preserving individuals’ privacy, it turned out 

that no participant expressed concern about revealing their participation in the study.  

The Interview Structure 

Having spent the better part of the past year volunteering at the shelter, I had some idea of 

the sorts of patterns I might find in my data, but in keeping with ethnographic principles, I 

intended to let the data determine my research questions and not the other way around. I had 

noticed in my casual conversations with residents that they seemed to skirt around the topic 

of their individual successes and talk instead about God’s role in their life—a resident told 

me enthusiastically, for example, “God gave me my GED”—and I was curious as to whether, 

one on one, I could encourage residents to open up about their experiences at The Haven and 
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talk about what they had accomplished during their time there. At a minimum, I figured that 

talk about personal accomplishments could provide the insight that I sought into how 

residents saw themselves and their own role in getting back on their feet. Keeping Joe’s 

interest in the causes of homelessness in mind, I developed a list of questions based on 

common themes I wanted to discuss with each participant. At the recommendation of the 

human subjects committee, I created two separate interview guides (Appendix C), one for my 

interviews with residents and another for my interviews with staff. As I conducted interviews 

with shelter residents before interviewing any staff members, and as my interviews with 

residents comprise the larger focus of this dissertation, I address the residents’ interview 

structure first.  

Resident Interviews  

When I considered how I might engage my study participants in discussions of individual 

agency, I identified three recurring themes among my research questions: causes of 

homelessness, rehabilitation, and what I called “understanding homelessness,” or what a non-

homeless person would need to know in order to understand the experience of homelessness. 

The first topic, causes of homelessness, centered around questions about the specific 

resident’s life prior to arriving at the shelter, including where they were from, what caused 

them to be homeless, and what led them to The Haven. In line with these questions, I also 

asked each resident what they thought were the most common reasons that people ended up 

homeless and at shelters, a question that, when coupled with residents’ narratives about their 

own experiences, allowed me to see whether residents thought their experience was typical or 

unusual. These data allowed me to satisfy Joe’s research interest in preventing homelessness 

while also proving to be quite fruitful for my own goals. Towards the end of each interview 
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with a resident, I asked an open-ended question regarding whether the interviewee’s 

perspective about themselves had changed at all as a result of their time at The Haven, a 

question that I hoped would prompt both discussion of the individual’s rehabilitation and 

reflection on their own role in that process. I concluded each interview with my “big picture” 

question, which I prefaced by saying that this was the interviewee’s chance to add anything 

else that might help others understand homelessness and improve homeless prevention 

efforts. This last question was simple: What else should I have asked you?  

 The semi-structured format of the interviews proved to be both valuable and 

challenging. As is common with semi-structured interviews, despite my efforts to organize 

my interview guide thematically, during the interview I often found myself jumping between 

topics and taking conversational detours based on interviewees’ responses. For this reason, 

my questions about homeless individuals’ rehabilitation often ended up mixed in with 

discussions of residents’ pasts, even when my questions were centered around their present 

life at the shelter, the services they received, and their plans and goals for the future. The 

benefit of this design was that my interviewees were able to lead the conversation in 

whichever direction they chose; the challenge was that this approach required me to check 

my interview guide repeatedly in order to ensure all of the questions had been answered. 

Ultimately, the benefit greatly outweighed the difficulties created by the flexible structure. 

No two shelter residents had the exact same story, and the open-ended questions and loose 

format allowed each speaker to focus on the parts of their narratives that were the most 

significant and salient to them, something that might have been interrupted or overlooked in 

a more structured interview format. I wanted my participants to feel comfortable enough to 

share their stories without hesitation, and I did not want to prevent them from describing the 
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emotional and causal connections they had drawn between different events in their lives. To 

further this point, in these interviews I referred to all residents as “Clients”—rather than 

differentiating between “Clients” and “Programmers”—unless the interviewee introduced 

their own categorization of The Haven’s residents. In this way, I was able to discern more 

about residents’ experiences at the shelter than I would have had I imposed these categories 

in our discussion.  

 While I occasionally came across a resident who provided terse responses and did not 

elaborate on their answers without prompting, those interviews were few and far between. A 

much more common occurrence was for the interviewee to tell me a story that answered not 

only my primary question but also my follow-up questions, switching between topics and 

time frames. When that happened, my interviewee would usually stop and ask if they had 

provided more information than I needed, sometimes even apologizing for talking so much; I 

made sure to encourage the interviewee to continue, saying that nothing was too much 

information and that, on the contrary, the more they were willing to share with me, the more 

knowledge I would be able to pass along to The Haven to help improve its services. In all of 

my data collection, I never came across someone who did not respond positively to my 

encouragement. The residents especially seemed to view our interview as their chance to get 

their thoughts out to the public, to have their voices heard.  

Staff Interviews 

My interviews with The Haven’s staff ended up being quite different from those with shelter 

residents, and to a degree that I did not expect. When I first brainstormed the types of 

questions I might want to ask the staff, I thought they would be similar to those I asked the 

residents: What brought you to this shelter? What do you think are the most common reasons 
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people end up homeless or at shelters? What do you think people need to know to understand 

homelessness? I considered how to ask about issues like residents’ personal accomplishments 

without leading the interviewee too much towards a particular response. In the end, I settled 

on open-ended questions about the causes of homelessness and the changes the staff hoped to 

see in residents during their time at The Haven.  

 However, for several reasons the guide I wrote for my staff interviews proved to be 

less useful than the one I wrote for my interviews with residents. First, I conducted my 

interviews with staff after I had conducted the majority of my interviews with residents, 

which meant that I had a relatively clear idea of the relevant themes in my data by the time I 

interviewed staff members, rendering some of my originally planned questions obsolete. 

Second, I knew each of the staff members on an individual basis prior to interviewing them, 

having spent over a year volunteering alongside them before beginning the interview phase 

of my research. And while I felt comfortable conversing casually with staff members, I 

somehow felt unable to do so once we were sequestered in their private offices for 

interviews. Asking them a rigid set of questions—some of which I already knew the answer 

to, like where they were from and why they had decided to work at The Haven—felt stilted 

and ridiculous. I even felt a little bit rude, because a few redundant questions could inspire an 

investigative, “on-the-record” atmosphere that I did not intend. Finally, I was keenly aware 

that the staff might be inclined to mistrust my questions in a way that shelter residents were 

not, both because I was researching an organization that the staff supported, so that they may 

have been concerned about any “negative press” that could result from my findings, and 

because they knew that, however anonymous, my data would be reported to Joe, their boss. 

Perhaps most importantly, the staff knew from residents’ verbal reports that I had asked 
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resident interviewees about the helpfulness of having prior-homeless staff at the shelter. 

Thus, however unintentionally, my project design necessarily affected the interpersonal 

dynamic between me and the shelter staff—an issue that has been faced by other researchers 

in similar investigative contexts (Shpungin and Lyubansky 2006). 

 My interviews with The Haven’s staff were further complicated by an additional 

factor: In the year and a half that I was an active participant in The Haven’s community, the 

shelter experienced considerable turnover and reduction in its staff. During this time, Miss 

Shannon, who had been the office manager, was promoted to site director, case workers were 

redistributed, and a new office manager, Miss Anna, took over the front desk. As a result of 

these shifts in positions, all of the staff were overworked at the time of my study, taking on 

additional duties, fulfilling training requirements, and participating in the hiring of new 

personnel. Due to these factors, I was able to interview only four staff members, far fewer 

than I had originally intended.  

Inviting Participation in the Interviews 

With the permission of Joe and my university’s human subjects committee secured and my 

interview guide folded neatly in my notebook, I was ready to start collecting interview data. 

Although the value of my initial participant-observation is easy for me to see in retrospect, at 

the time that I started my interviews, the year I had spent volunteering at the shelter felt more 

like preparatory work than research, and I struggled with the worry that too much time had 

passed without my collecting any “real” (i.e., audio-recorded) data. 

 According to the rules of the human subjects committee, however, I could not just 

skip over to The Haven and ask someone if I could interview them. Instead, I had to create an 

invitation flyer to post at the shelter. In that way—and only in that way—could I ensure that 
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participation in my study was entirely voluntary. Understanding this requirement, I drafted a 

flyer explaining who I was and why I was doing the project, noting that all data used would 

be anonymous and specifying what would be expected of participants with regard to the time 

commitment and the analytically necessary audio recording of the interviews. However, 

when I sent the flyer to Miss Shannon—who had recently been promoted to site director at 

The Haven and was thus in charge of approving the invitation flyer—she sent it back to me, 

implying that it was too formally worded and complicated for the residents. She included a 

revised and greatly simplified version, which I agreed to once I had confirmed that it 

contained all of the essential terms, such as voluntary participation, anonymous, and 

recorded. Both my original draft of the flyer and the final, posted version are included in 

Appendix A. 

 The other, albeit small, obstacle I faced at this juncture was the question of how 

residents would contact me if they wanted to participate in my project. I knew from my time 

as a volunteer that residents had access to the shelter phones at certain times of day, and I had 

assumed that any interested participants could use those phones—or the cell phones that 

some residents had—to call me directly on my cell phone. To my dismay, Miss Shannon 

informed me that residents were not allowed to use the shelter phone for calls outside the 

local area, and my cell phone had a San Francisco area code. I had no power to sway the staff 

on this point, and I ended up having to accept their solution of having residents write their 

names on a designated sign-up sheet and then having the staff call or email me to set up 

interview times. I thus had to rely on the shelter staff to coordinate my interviews with 

residents.  
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Finally, with the invitation flyer agreed upon, the shelter director posted the flyer and 

sign-up sheet. And then I waited.  

The First Interview 

On a sunny April day in 2016, a couple of weeks after posting the invitation flyer, I 

conducted my first interview. With my notebook open to a fresh page, my audio recorder 

already running on the table in front of me, and my list of questions in hand, I felt my 

excitement growing. I gazed eagerly at Jules, my first interviewee, overjoyed that five 

residents had already signed up to participate in my study. I could tell that I was a bit nervous 

by the way my pen kept twitching in my hand, and I took a deep breath to steady myself 

before asking my first question.  

 Jules and I were sitting in the conference-room-turned-break-room, an odd space at 

the end of the staff hallway that seemed to have been an architectural afterthought, squeezed 

as it was between an office, a bathroom, and the shelter’s private chapel; during that first 

interview the chapel was unoccupied, and it was easy to forget our proximity to the religious 

center of the organization. I began the interview by going over the consent form in detail, 

finally acquiring the treasured first signature of my recorded data. When a noise in the 

adjacent hallway caught my attention, I glanced around the room to make sure the doors were 

still tightly shut. I wanted Jules to be focused and comfortable, and I had requested the use of 

the break room so that we would be away from the distractions of the shelter and the prying 

eyes and ears of the other residents and the staff.  

 Looking back at Jules, I was startled by her demeanor. Sitting across from me, her 

hands folded in her lap and her head bowed, she looked like she was praying. At no point in 
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the interview did she make eye contact with me; rather, her eyes remained partially closed 

and cast down at her hands as she answered my questions.  

Fifteen minutes later, I was walking to my car. I pulled out of the shelter parking lot 

and drove a mile to the nearest gas station, where I parked and shut off the engine. I checked 

and rechecked my recorder, the clock on my phone, and my notebook. No, I had not 

imagined it. The interview really had lasted only eleven minutes.  

 In all of my planning, I had not considered the duration of the interviews as a possible 

obstacle to my research. I had spent almost a year earning a position of trust in the shelter 

and designing and gaining approval for the interview guides. I had spent another two months 

finalizing my interview guides, posting the invitation to participate, waiting for people to 

sign up, and working around staff schedules and shelter events. Fourteen months had gone by 

since I had first walked into The Haven, and I had been so prepared, so patient. Yet my first 

interview had been a total bust. I had gone through every single question on my interview 

guide, in order, and Jules had answered every single one with short statements about how, 

since she had come to The Haven, she had found God. And the whole thing had ended in a 

grand total of eleven minutes.  

 As I sat there in my car, I could feel my frustration building. I had designed this 

whole project to give homeless individuals a chance to share their voice with the world and 

now here I was, one interview down and, from my limited view, that chance had been 

completely wasted. How was I going to learn and write anything valuable about the homeless 

experience if I didn’t get anything valuable from my participants? I needed life narratives, 

not scripture. In that moment, while I sat there alternately fuming and wanting to cry with 

despair—thinking, as I did then, that my whole project was ruined and that I would have to 
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start over elsewhere, spending another year in another potential research site—I had a 

thought that penetrated my temporary Chicken-Little-esque hysteria: I knew someone who 

had been homeless, who was currently a practicing member of an organized religion, and 

who remained in regular contact with both homeless and religious individuals. He would 

know how to get around the topic of religion for my next interview. And so I did the 

unthinkable—or at least unthinkable for me—and called my father.  

 I was hoping for a concise explanation of how to sidestep the topic of religion and get 

to the “real” answers I so desperately wanted. I was expecting, a bit more realistically, to 

hear some suggestions as to particular words to use or follow-up questions to ask to steer my 

interlocutors towards their own personal narratives and away from generic God-is-great-

isms. What I got was a straightforward and (in retrospect) annoyingly astute response: 

“Maybe your dissertation is about religion.” I scoffed. There was simply no way I was going 

to let that happen.  

 Three longer interviews later, my determination to keep religion out of my 

dissertation quickly began to fade. In all the months of my ethnography prior to conducting 

interviews, I had been so focused on myself and my own ability to fit in within the religious 

framework of The Haven—but only to the extent necessary to conduct my research there—

that I had completely missed the way that same religious framework was affecting the 

community around me. If the presence of religion at the shelter was affecting me, even with 

my limited exposure and my adamantly nonreligious convictions, I should have realized that 

it would affect the residents who lived in and were socialized into the shelter every single 

day. At last, I had to accept that my dissertation was going to be “about religion.”  
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The Evolution of the Interview Process 

While my time as a volunteer and ethnographer at The Haven alerted me to the presence of 

faith and the practices surrounding it at the shelter, my ability to discuss faith (and my 

comfortability in doing so) developed during these first few interviews. I discovered, as I 

progressed through the interviews, that my interview style evolved with my increased 

awareness of and decreased aversion to my participants’ relationship with faith. I began 

asking more direct, though still open-ended, questions about residents’ experiences both 

before and at the shelter. Basing my new questions on the responses I received in my initial 

interviews, I asked my participants how they felt about community and government 

involvement in The Haven; in the case of government involvement, this question was largely 

hypothetical, as there was no tangible government presence at the shelter, a point that was 

crucial to its functioning as a faith-based organization. I also asked more questions about 

residents’ relationships with each other and with specific staff members. And I asked 

residents, if they did not bring it up themselves, what they thought about the faith-based 

culture of The Haven. When I interviewed staff, I continued my newfound interview style 

and asked them directly about both their individual faith and the faith-based goals of the 

shelter programs. I referenced anonymized insights from residents I had spoken with and 

asked the staff to reflect on them. I engaged with the staff in their discussions of faith, and I 

asked if they thought a resident could succeed either at The Haven or in the world without 

having a personal relationship with God.  

 Recognizing that religion was now a key factor in my data meant that all of my 

ethnographic observations, insights, and slowly forming research questions were far more 

complex than I had originally thought. I realized that my limited knowledge of religion, and 
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especially of Evangelicalism, was significantly limiting the potential of my scholarly 

analysis; if I was going to analyze the speech of this community, I would need to understand 

much more about its practices. So I set out to learn whatever I could about Evangelical 

thought. To this end, I reached out to Professor Joseph Blankholm in the Religious Studies 

Department at UC Santa Barbara. Over the course of an academic quarter, Professor 

Blankholm recommended anthropological and ethnographic studies of American Evangelical 

culture, discussed and critiqued my interpretation of Evangelical theory and practice, and 

ultimately helped me develop a solid understanding of the community I was studying. 

As I continued to spend time at The Haven, it became clear that language—

specifically, explicitly Christian language—was a central component in the community’s 

demonstration of faith, because people kept talking about it: The majority of the residents I 

interviewed told me that the aspect of The Haven that they appreciated the most or found the 

most valuable was hearing the “testimonies,” or conversion narratives, of other residents and 

previously homeless staff. Joe told me that while residents were not required to share their 

personal stories at Bible study or chapel, he indicated that they were encouraged to do so 

because sharing could be cleansing; through the sharing of testimonies, he said, residents 

found commonalities, a recognition that they were not alone. In Evangelicalism, which 

provided the ideological framework for The Haven, the sharing of testimonies is part of the 

fundamental practice of “witnessing” (i.e., a saved person is a living witness to God’s grace); 

the belief is that if people who have not been saved hear about the miracles that someone else 

has experienced, they will begin to understand that change can happen in their own lives 

(Balmer 2014[1989]). The sharing of testimonies at The Haven, and residents’ subsequent 
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talk about those testimonies, was part of the pattern of Evangelical practice, as well as 

evidence of the importance of words to this community. 

The Participants 

Between April and September of 2016, I conducted a total of twenty-two interviews at The 

Haven: ten with female residents, eight with male residents, and four with staff. Four (22%) 

of the residents I interviewed were Clients, seven (39%) had just been accepted as 

Programmers but had not yet begun the long-term programs at the time of their interview, 

and seven (39%) were already part way through the shelter’s programs. The Haven’s twenty 

staff members were mostly women; during my eighteen months as a member of the shelter 

community, I met and/or heard about only four male staff. In a close (though unplanned, as 

noted above) reflection of these demographics, three of the four staff members I interviewed 

were women. The demographics of all my participants are included in Table 2.1 below. As 

noted in this table, the ages of participants have been rounded to the nearest five-year interval 

to preserve the anonymity of the individuals they represent.  

In contrast to Oak Hills, which was seventy-five percent white, roughly ten percent 

African American, and nearly fifteen percent Latino or Hispanic (Wikipedia 2017), over 

thirty percent of the residents I met or interviewed at The Haven were African American. The 

Haven’s staff, however, were predominantly white; although I did not have the chance to 

meet him, I was informed that there was a single African American staff member who 

assisted with the men’s recovery program. Residents’ perspectives on the role of race at The 

Haven are addressed briefly in Chapter 5.   
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Table 2.1 Participant Demographics 

 

Pseudonym Age± Ethnicity Gender Staff/Client/ 

Programmer† 

Time at 

Shelter 

Date of 

Interview 

Jules 50 White F CP; P 1 month 040716, 

080816 

Jess 20 White F CP 1 month 040816 

Alex 50 White F P 2.5 months 041116 

Anne 40 White F P  050416 

Jade 25 Afr. Am F C 2 weeks 052616 

Trish 20 White F CP 1 month 080816 

Lane  White F P 4 months 080916 

Barb 50 White F CP 3.5 weeks 080916 

Ellie 50 White F CP 3.5 weeks 081216 

Chad 30 White M P 1.5 months 062816 

Chris 50 Afr. Am M P 4.5 months 062816 

Kyle 40 Afr. Am M P 4 months 062816 

Scott 45 White M CP 1 month 062916 

Brian 30 Latino M CP 1 month 062916 

Josh 50 White M C 1 week 062916 

Bo 55 Afr. Am M C 1 week  072116 

Jim* 45 Afr. Am M C 1 week 072016 

Miss 

Shannon 

 White F S 1.5 years 080916 

Joe  White M S 5 years 062816 

Miss Anna  Latina F S 3 years 082216 

Miss Rose  Latina F S 2 months 092016 

 

* Omitted. 

± Ages have been rounded to nearest five-year interval to maintain anonymity of participants. 

† CP: the individual had been accepted to a program but had not started it yet.  
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Interviewee Expectations and Perceptions 

I discovered early in the interview process that my study participants had formed their own 

assumptions about my project. Of particular import was the apparent expectation of both 

residents and staff that I must be either “on the side” of the staff or of the residents, and my 

participants seemed to presume that I would side with the staff. On a few memorable 

occasions, some of the staff implicitly positioned me as one of them—and, perhaps more 

importantly to them, as not a resident—by confiding in me about current residents. In some 

cases, staff members even went so far as to warn me about residents who had signed up to 

participate in my study, once when I was walking down the hall to meet that resident for our 

interview. These warnings came in quasi-professional form, such as when a staff member 

informed me that the resident I was about to interview was “in a bad mood”; somewhat 

amusingly, it always turned out that the accused resident’s “bad mood” was the result of an 

unpleasant interaction with a staff member, leading me to suspect that the staff may have 

intended to influence my allegiance before I had a chance to hear what the resident had to 

say. Notably, it was inevitably in reference to Clients, not Programmers, that I received these 

warnings from staff. Staff members’ contrasting depictions of Programmers and Clients 

aligned closely with comments I received from both groups of residents in our interviews, a 

point that is discussed further in Chapter 5.  

While the staff thus positioned me as on their side, several of the residents made 

remarks to the same effect, positioning me as one of the staff based on my privileged status 

as a non-resident. During my interview with Brian, a resident in the men’s recovery program, 

he repeatedly made it clear that in his view the two of us lived very different lives. In 

addition to his offhand comments that contrasted my life and therefore my understanding of 
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both homelessness and religion with his own views, Brian stated that my skill set as an 

educated researcher had no intrinsic value in his life. Qualifying this statement later in our 

interview, Brian acknowledged that my academic training could be used to assist a prior-

homeless individual in their outreach efforts by addressing “a different audience,” but 

ultimately, it would always be the individual who had experienced homelessness whose 

viewpoint was most valuable. Even when residents did not reference me personally, the 

majority of those I interviewed displayed this same stance, stating that unless an individual 

had experienced homelessness, addiction, and abuse, they could not possibly understand 

what The Haven’s residents were going through. In their eyes, I was securely on the outside 

of that understanding, and no amount of education or observation could change that as long 

as I remained educated, middle-class, and non-homeless.  

 Given these implicit and explicit comments, I was highly aware of my forced 

alignment with The Haven’s staff. For my own part, I made every effort to maintain an 

unbiased position throughout my data collection, but there is no question that my mindset 

was different in the resident interviews and the staff interviews: While in the interviews with 

residents I was curious about the participants’ experiences, personal goals, and treatment by 

others, in my interviews with the staff, I was interested in what they—as the case workers, 

program directors, and course instructors—were doing to effect the shelter experience the 

residents reported. Once I started conducting interviews, my relationship with the staff 

changed, and I was left feeling like an outsider among both the staff and the residents.  

 Two months after I finished conducting interviews, Jules—my very first 

interviewee—invited me to watch her graduate at The Haven’s fall ceremony. Sitting in the 

audience, I waved at staff members who glanced my way, and each time I was welcomed 



69 

 

with a warm smile and a wave in return. At the conclusion of the ceremony, however, I 

discovered that the staff were surprised by my attendance. When I approached Miss Shannon 

while she waited to congratulate the graduates, she told me that it was wonderful that I had 

come to the ceremony, but she asked how I had heard about it and seemed taken aback that a 

resident had invited me. Uncomfortable with the feeling that the staff were still somehow 

questioning my loyalty to them, I said goodnight to Miss Shannon and made my way to the 

door. As I was about to exit, however, I was stopped by Ellie, another graduate who had 

participated in my project. Giving me a hug, Ellie told me that it meant a lot to her that I had 

seen her graduate that night. And then she disappeared into the crowd. 

 I did not return to The Haven after that night and, removed from the physical 

environment of the shelter, my membership in its community faded. Several weeks after the 

ceremony, I received a group text message from Miss Shannon with good tidings for the 

holidays, but that was the last I heard from her, and when I reached out to Jules to see how 

she was doing, she seemed happy to hear from me but our exchange ended after only a few 

brief texts. Despite my non-resident status, my own experience at The Haven seemed shaped 

by its impermanent nature. Like so many others at the shelter, I had joined the community 

abruptly, spent a small part of my life there, and then left to embark on my next journey; 

keeping in touch with community members, themselves moving onto other goals and other 

communities, was challenging if not impossible. While my time at The Haven seemed to 

have ended, however, I found hope in Ellie’s words at the graduation. Fleeting though it was, 

my participation in The Haven’s community had meant something to her.  
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Homelessness in a Small Southern City 

This dissertation’s examination of homeless individuals’ agency and their experience at a 

faith-based shelter is particularly timely in light of recent statistics that reveal an increase in 

unsheltered homelessness. In its Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR) to Congress 

in 2016, the US Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) reported that nearly 

forty percent of all homeless individuals in the United States—or 164,404 persons—were 

unsheltered. Furthermore, while the overall homeless population in the nation decreased 

between 2015 and 2016, the number of unsheltered individuals increased by over 5,000 

persons (Annual Homeless Assessment Report 2016), a trend that demands further 

investigation of the services currently available to the country’s homeless population.  

To this end, my focus on a homeless shelter in Texas is particularly significant. The 

media generally reports on homelessness in major cities such as Los Angeles and San 

Francisco; Texas’ metropolitan centers have not ranked as prominently in terms of the 

number or percentage of individuals experiencing homelessness. However, the composite 

non-metropolitan regions of Texas—which HUD refers to in the AHAR as the Texas 

Balance of State Continuum of Care (CoC)—had the largest homeless population of all 

Balances of State in the United States in 2016. In addition, Texas’ Balance of State CoC 

ranked second highest in the number of unaccompanied homeless children and youth (457) 

and third highest in the number of homeless people in families with children (2,150) (Annual 

Homeless Assessment Report 2016). Finally, the composite non-metropolitan areas of Texas 
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ranked second among Balance of State CoCs with regards to chronically homeless 

individuals, who spend extended periods, if not years at a time, unsheltered.3 

My examination of a fundamental Baptist shelter in the Southern United States as the 

site for this analysis is also in keeping with important trends. In the Bible Belt, faith-based 

social services for homeless individuals are the norm. Texas as a whole is primarily 

Christian—indeed, seventy-seven percent of adults in the state identify as such—with the 

single largest religious affiliation in the state being Evangelical Christianity, at thirty-one 

percent of all adults in Texas (Pew Research Center 2016); each of the dozens of other 

denominations in the state make up roughly one percent of the population. For homeless 

individuals in Oak Hills, Texas, the dearth of secular services in the region meant that 

Evangelicalism was the only viable alternative to continued homelessness. As Hackworth 

(2012:87) points out, there is surprisingly little information regarding “faith-saturated” 

shelters—that is, faith-based shelters that reject government funding in order to propagate 

religion as the sole means of recovery. In-depth analyses of these shelters’ operations, as well 

as their potential for manifesting religious neoliberalism and the effect of those ideologies on 

shelter residents, are practically nonexistent. However, given the likelihood of religious 

neoliberalism guiding these shelters and the limited secular resources available to homeless 

individuals in deeply religious regions of the country, such shelters provide an important site 

in which to reexamine homelessness.  

 

 

                                                 
3 The Oregon Balance of State ranked first in this regard (Annual Homeless Assessment 

Report 2016).  



72 

 

Conclusion 

Between February of 2015 and November of 2016, I was an active member of The Haven’s 

community. As a volunteer in the shelter office, I earned the respect and trust of the staff and 

residents, and as a researcher conducting one-on-one interviews, I came to understand my 

interviewees both as individuals with unique histories and as practicing members of the 

shelter’s Evangelical community. I realized, through this process, that studying this 

community meant that I needed to expand my own knowledge of The Haven, Oak Hills, and 

American Evangelicalism. Through participation in the shelter’s religious practices and 

guided study of Evangelicalism, I worked diligently to develop an understanding of The 

Haven that accurately represented the practices and ideologies of its community members.  

The following chapters detail my findings and the process by which I arrived at them. 

When I began this dissertation project, I had expected that I would have to rely heavily on 

my linguistic training to “read between the lines” and explain the data. To my surprise, 

however, my study participants were exceedingly explicit in their discussion of the themes I 

discuss in my analysis—a fact that will quickly become apparent to the reader. I begin my 

analysis of the language at The Haven with a chapter dedicated to the complex understanding 

of agency inherent in this faith-based homeless shelter. Situating the data within this specific 

sociocultural context, I demonstrate that residents’ agency at The Haven is characterized by 

multiple, concurrent strains through which individuals position themselves both as 

Evangelicals seeking spiritual salvation and as shelter residents seeking social services. This 

contextualization of The Haven’s residents as agents is crucial to the analysis of the culture 

and language of the shelter and to an understanding of homelessness in religious 

neoliberalism.   
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Chapter 3 

Concurrent Agencies at The Haven: The Service-Oriented Agent and the Salvation-

Oriented Agent 

 

When Jules walked into the room, she was almost unrecognizable. She had agreed to be re-

interviewed by me now that she had been in The Haven’s long-term recovery program for 

several months, and I was eager to see how or whether her views had changed since our first 

interview, which took place right before she entered the program. I did not have to ask a 

single question to know that something had changed for her, and even before we began 

talking, my curiosity was piqued by how different she seemed. 

The change in Jules was startling. Gone was the quiet and resigned woman I had met 

four months earlier. Now, in front of me, Jules stood taller, her slender frame exuding 

confidence as she walked to the chair across from me and took a seat. Her smile, almost 

nonexistent before, spread across her face. And her eyes, which had remained partially closed 

and cast down at her hands for the entirety of our first interview, now shone brightly as she 

made eye contact with me. I held her gaze, caught up in her total transformation. 

Setting aside my list of questions, I commented instead on how happy she looked. 

Jules responded that she was indeed happy and, in the abrupt manner I had come to expect 

from her, dove right into her narrative, updating me on her life and what she had experienced 

since our last interview. One story blended into another, and we delved deeper into her life at 

The Haven and the changes she was seeing in herself. Now, halfway through the shelter’s 

recovery program, Jules had a new outlook on life, one in which she was happy about the 

present and optimistic about her future.  
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At the end of our interview, replete with shared stories, laughter, and some tears, 

Jules gave me a hug. As she turned to leave the room, I said, “Congratulations. You have 

accomplished so much.” Jules looked back over her shoulder and smiled at me. “It’s all 

God,” she said. And the door swung shut behind her.  

* 

Jules’ remark was not the first of its kind that I had heard at The Haven during my months of 

ethnographic research and my subsequent interviews with the staff and residents. As 

discussed in Chapter 2, in my casual interactions as a volunteer in the shelter office, I had 

heard residents and staff members attribute residents’ successes to God. In my official 

interviews with both staff and residents, my participants made similar comments: Brian, a 

male Programmer, told me that the positive changes in his life were “just God,” and nearly 

everyone talked about the ways in which God had “worked” in their lives.  

 While these remarks stood out to me as an atheist due to individuals’ apparent denial 

of their own agency to make changes in their lives, additional comments by the same 

community members positioned those same residents as agentive. Residents reported that 

they had decided to follow God’s plan for their lives, staff commented that it was wonderful 

to see the change in residents who had accomplished things for themselves, and residents told 

me about their determination to complete the long-term programs offered at The Haven. 

Thus, despite the apparent focus on God as the primary agent in residents’ lives, the 

community at The Haven discursively positioned residents as agents as well.  

Surprisingly, the complexities inherent in the issue of agency at a faith-based 

neoliberal homeless shelter like The Haven are absent from the scholarly literature. In this 

chapter, therefore, I argue for a broader understanding of agency that recognizes The 
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Haven’s residents as agents both in their position as homeless individuals acquiring shelter 

services and in their newfound role as born-again Evangelicals adopting Christian practices 

and establishing personal, individualized relationships with God. I demonstrate that both 

agentive paths were present within the religious-neoliberal context of The Haven and that the 

shelter staff and residents co-constructed residents’ identities as agents in each of these roles.  

Agency at The Haven  

As noted in Chapter 1, the theoretical development of agency within linguistic anthropology 

has been well discussed by other scholars (e.g., Ahearn 2010; Duranti 2004); this chapter 

therefore does not provide a comprehensive review of the literature on agency. Rather, in this 

section, I discuss the concepts of agency that are most closely tied to, but not sufficiently 

complex to explain, the agency of the residents at The Haven. I conclude this section by 

proposing an expansion of existing theories of agency, one that allows for the multiple, 

concurrent, and occasionally antithetical agentive strains demonstrated by residents at The 

Haven.  

 In her comprehensive discussion of agency, Ahearn (2010) identifies a recurring 

theme in previous scholarship: Any concept of agency must be firmly entrenched in the 

specific sociocultural context in which the agency occurs and should therefore be defined as 

the “socioculturally mediated capacity to act” (Ahearn 2010:28). Even as she summarizes the 

literature on agency and seeks to provide a comprehensive definition for future work, Ahearn 

warns that the theoretical generalization of agentive practices across time, cultures, or 

languages can result in inaccurate representations of speakers and their agency.  

 The second component of Ahearn’s definition of agency is the individual’s “capacity 

to act,” which draws on the essential factor of causality: If an individual has the ability to act 
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as an agent, they can have an effect both on their own lives and on the world around them 

(Kockelman 2017). In earlier linguistic-anthropological work, Duranti (2004:453) argues for 

this cause-and-effect aspect of agency, stating broadly that agency is “the property of those 

entities” that retain some control over themselves, have an effect on others, and are able to be 

evaluated by others as having caused certain outcomes. This aspect of agency is fundamental 

to the analysis of the agency of The Haven’s residents in my data. From their arrival at the 

shelter to their eventual graduation from its long-term programs, The Haven’s residents were 

positioned as having caused their own homelessness and were evaluated by the shelter 

community for evidence of personal development through the individual actions they took. 

Duranti’s specification that agents are required to have only “some degree of control” 

(2004:453)—a point that has been developed in recent work (e.g., Enfield 2017)—resonates 

within this shelter context as well: In the faith-based programs of The Haven, residents were 

taught to relinquish control of their lives to God.  

 However, the faith-based aspect of my research site also complicates these issues. 

Because residents were encouraged to establish personal relationships with God through the 

acknowledgement that God had the ultimate control over their lives, it sometimes appeared 

that residents and staff positioned the residents solely as recipients of gifts from God rather 

than as agents in their own right. Expounding on his foundational work in the anthropology 

of Christianity, Keane (2007) challenges the reader to consider such contexts, asking, “How 

are we, if, for example, we are secular scholars, to reconcile [others’] attribution of agency to 

divine subjects with our own desire that they recognize the agency that lies within their own 

hands?” Urging scholars to question “not only what agency is and where to find it but also 

under what terms, and with what entailments, it must be accepted,” Keane leaves his reader 
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to consider these complex aspects of agency without providing answers himself. In this 

chapter, and in the dissertation as a whole, I provide an answer to Keane’s question by 

demonstrating that, contrary to his implication that these two types of agency require external 

reconciliation by the secular scholar, the two agentive strains that he references already co-

exist—in the case of this study, within the faith-oriented homeless individual.  

In the following sections, I present a context-dependent and causality-based 

understanding of agency that seeks to combine the theoretical developments of linguistic 

anthropology with the focal tenets of American Evangelicalism. Additional elements of 

agency, namely, intentionality and accountability (e.g., Enfield & Kockelman 2017; Keane 

2002), become relevant in Chapter 5 when I discuss residents’ evaluation by staff as born-

again Evangelicals. In this chapter, however, I focus on residents’ position as agents who 

were necessarily embedded in their current identity as residents at a faith-based homeless 

shelter. Situating this agency within the specific context of The Haven, I propose an 

expansion of the existing theory of agency, one that allows for the multiple, concurrent, and 

possibly antithetical agentive strains that are evidenced by residents’ position as both 

homeless individuals working to achieve self-sufficiency and as born-again Evangelicals 

establishing close personal relationships with God. I begin by presenting these two parts of 

residents’ agency in my data: what I refer to as the salvation-oriented agent, characterized by 

the individual’s desire to follow God’s plan for their life, and the service-oriented agent, 

characterized by their self-sufficing focus on their future. Discussing the dimensions of 

agency that are pertinent to the establishment of each of these agentive strains, I demonstrate 

how, through language, these individuals functioned agentively to achieve the seemingly 

contradictory goals of both prioritizing God’s Will and achieving personal self-sufficiency. I 
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further demonstrate that these agencies were concurrent rather than divided temporally 

between the individual’s past and present—a temporal dimension that may be suggested by 

Evangelical ideologies of transformation and transcendence, as discussed in Chapter 1.  

The Salvation-Oriented Agent  

In fundamental Baptist understanding, agency is different from the secular, academic 

understanding that I had been exposed to before I began this research. I was dismayed when I 

heard the residents and the staff at The Haven describe residents’ lives in a manner that 

seemed to position them as recipients of God’s gifts rather than as independent agents who 

had committed time and effort towards achieving their own goals. In line with Keane’s 

question above about reconciling attributions to God with secular—in this context, 

specifically neoliberal—desires of self-sufficiency, I viewed The Haven’s positioning of the 

shelter residents as non-agentive recipients as a disservice to the homeless population that the 

shelter served.  

 What I did not realize, from this initial perspective, was that my interpretation of the 

residents’ agency was severely limited by my lack of knowledge about American Evangelical 

ideologies, leading me to conclusions that misrepresented the community I was studying. 

Examining my data anew within the framework of Evangelicalism revealed not only that the 

residents at The Haven saw themselves as agents, but also that they were seen and evaluated 

as agents both by their fellow residents and by the shelter staff. As I read more and came to 

understand more about Evangelicalism, I realized just how significant agency was to this 

community. 

 As discussed in the introductory chapter of this dissertation, from the perspective of 

Evangelicalism, it is through the recognition of Jesus’ sacrifice and the acceptance of Jesus 
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as one’s personal Lord and Savior that an individual can achieve spiritual salvation and thus 

be born again (Balmer 2014[1989]). The acts of recognition and acceptance, then, are crucial 

to this process of rebirth; an individual who does not understand Jesus’ sacrifice or God’s 

eternal love for humankind—evidenced by His willingness to sacrifice His son for their 

sake—lacks the mindset required for spiritual regeneration. In order to be reborn, an 

individual must be aware of God’s promise of redemption, must acknowledge Jesus’ role as 

their savior, must invite Jesus into their heart, and must choose to respect and to follow the 

plan that God, in His eternal wisdom, has set for their life. In Baptist cultures, this rebirth 

generally takes place when the individual is an adult, because infants and young children are 

unable to make the conscious decisions that Evangelical regeneration requires (Balmer 

2014[1989]).  

 This focal tenet of Evangelicalism has implications for an analysis of agency within 

Evangelical cultures: If full participation in an Evangelical community requires the acts of 

recognition, acknowledgement, invitation, and choice, it necessarily demands that an agent 

perform those acts. Thus, while my data appeared to indicate a lack of recognition of agency 

among The Haven’s residents, the belief around which their practice centered necessarily 

positioned them as agents in their own right. Yet, despite this fundamentally agentive aspect 

of Evangelicalism, scholarly research on agency within Evangelical subcultures is scarce. In 

fact, the literature on religious agency generally focuses on other types of agency entirely: In 

some analyses, religious agency is considered to be the incorporation of religious teachings 

into one’s own speech (Du Bois 2009; Keane 1997) and, more broadly, as the appropriation 

of religious identity as one’s own (Leming 2007). Thus, while Evangelicalism espouses an 

agency that is nuanced and salient to its community members, discussions of its complexities 
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are often sidelined in favor of analyzing the more general construction of Evangelical 

identity.   

Instilling Agentive Alignment at The Haven 

At The Haven, the influence of Evangelicalism on individual agency was evident in the way 

staff members talked to residents, in the texts that Programmers used in their courses, and in 

the Baptist foundations of the shelter programs. About halfway through my data collection, 

as I was waiting in the shelter office for my next interview, I overheard one of the case 

workers, Miss Brenda, talking to a resident, Josie, in her office. As I listened, Josie relayed 

her despair and lack of success at trying to find a job, saying she was ready to give up hope 

that she would ever be able to get one. Miss Brenda, an occasionally stern woman who held a 

position of the utmost respect and credibility among the shelter residents, having been 

homeless and an addict herself years ago, snapped at Josie. Miss Brenda told her to quit 

being pessimistic and explained that God would open the door for Josie to get a job; all Josie 

had to do was be patient and continue applying for every opportunity she came across, and 

God would find her the right job and make sure that she got it. “So quit saying ‘I can’t,” Miss 

Brenda admonished her. “It’s not going to be easy, but it’s going to be possible.” And then 

the two women prayed together aloud, asking God to give Josie a job.  

Listening to Miss Brenda talk to Josie, I had found the first concrete evidence that 

The Haven’s residents were being socialized into the Evangelical culture of the shelter. I 

knew that the shelter programs mandated attendance at chapel and participation in Bible 

study, but prior to this interaction between Miss Brenda and Josie, I had not found a direct 

connection between the faith-based culture of The Haven and the data I was collecting in my 

interviews with residents. While Miss Brenda’s comments promoted the “Ask and you shall 
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receive” lesson of Matthew 7:7, this recipiency was contingent on the requisite resident 

action: in this case, applying for jobs. Miss Brenda’s words to Josie carried a message that 

God’s gifts are not automatically given to passive recipients; rather, individuals had to 

demonstrate a commitment of their own and then God would provide what they needed. I 

knew that this anecdotal evidence was insufficient to argue for residents’ socialization into 

the doctrines of Evangelicalism, however, and I looked for more regularly established 

Evangelical communication between shelter staff and residents. I ultimately found this 

evidence in the form of program curricula.  

At this point in my research, I occasionally volunteered in the shelter office while the 

new office manager, Miss Anna, settled in. When I found out that Miss Anna had authored 

one of the textbooks used in the women’s academy program, I eagerly asked for permission 

to read it. In this self-published “guidebook” to becoming a “Christian woman,” I came 

across myriad passages that reiterated the reader’s need to be humble and recognize God’s 

powerful and influential role in their life. Yet, in addition to those passages, which seemed to 

advocate an individual-as-recipient approach to the resident experience, the text also 

contained numerous passages identifying the individual’s role as a decision-maker. Examples 

3.1 and 3.2 below contain excerpts demonstrating both agentive themes within the book, 

beginning with the introductory passages of the text, which admonish the individual to “leave 

our pride behind” and “realize that we’ve gotten where we are with the help of the Lord.” 

EXAMPLE 3.1 (Christian Women’s Guidebook) 

a. We must realize that when we come to the Lord, we leave our pride behind. We 

no longer hold on to that willful part of us, the person that we may have created 

ourselves to be in order to cope. We will no longer possess that proud spirit that 

separates us from the Lord. 

b. Sometimes we give ourselves to [sic] much credit rather than to realize that we’ve 

gotten where we are with the help of the Lord. 
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Example 3.1a identifies the individual’s—in this case, the shelter resident’s—need to set 

aside any pride they have in themselves in order to remove anything that “separates us from 

the Lord.” Similarly, Example 3.1b reminds the individual that they are where they are and 

thus have accomplished what they have accomplished “with the help of the Lord.” Given the 

position of these passages early in the book, the shelter resident reading it is taught early on 

that they should not harbor any pride regarding their achievements. Even more explicit than 

this rejection of personal pride, however, is the reminder in Example 3.1a to “no longer hold 

on to that willful part of us.” In this passage, the individual’s own will—whether their agency 

or its resulting stubbornness—is presented as an illusion or imposter, part of a “person that 

we may have created ourselves to be in order to cope.” The individual’s ability to survive in 

spite of their homelessness and addictions is seemingly reduced to a façade, a “coping 

mechanism” fabricated by the individual that does not reflect their true, God-directed self. 

These two passages thus present a paradox for the reader: In 3.1a, the reader is recognized as 

having agency in that they have the ability to be willful, but 3.1b suggests that they do not in 

fact have as much agency as they may think and that, rather, it is God who has agency in 

their lives.  

 Subsequent passages in the program guidebook, however, imply that the individual 

does have a substantial and important role in their own life. The excerpts in Example 3.2 

paint a picture of an agentive person who has individual power; a person who makes 

significant life decisions and who retains the ultimate control of their life.  

EXAMPLE 3.2 (Christian Women’s Guidebook) 

a. So, woman of God, you have the ability to stand. Be encouraged knowing that 

God is with you. 

b. As a woman who has made the commitment to Christ, you are now no longer the 

master of all your plans. You have now surrendered them to God, the Master 
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Planner. You are now on a journey to find out what He has in store for you. You 

have asked yourself, “What do I do now?”  

c. Remember: this is your life and you have made a decision that will determine 

your destination. 

 

In stark contrast to the excerpts in Example 3.1, each of the passages in 3.2 describes the 

individual’s position as agentive. Rather than positioning the individual as a passive 

beneficiary of God’s actions or as an unconscious follower of God’s plans, these excerpts 

identify the individual as someone who has made a conscious choice to follow the plan that 

God has set for them. They speak to “a woman who has made the commitment” (b), someone 

who has “the ability to stand” (a), someone who has decided to “surrender” some of their 

agency to God (b) and has “made a decision” that will impact their life (c). In short, the text 

indicates that, while God has drawn out the steps an individual should take through life, the 

individual is the one who chooses to take those steps.  

 Having identified ways in which individual staff members encouraged residents to 

adopt Evangelical practices and beliefs, as well as how the shelter put forth these Evangelical 

goals more broadly in materials for its long-term programs, I looked outside of The Haven to 

see if I could isolate Evangelical influences that were promoting the specific beliefs 

propagated at the shelter. Remembering that The Haven’s CEO, Joe, had been trained as a 

pastor prior to beginning his tenure at The Haven, I researched the seminary at which he had 

received his vocational training. This well-known seminary, which I introduced briefly in the 

introductory chapter, promotes a strict, Baptist interpretation of scripture, focusing on the 

“regenerate” individual. According to the seminary’s mission statement, the individual is 

reborn through a conscious act of repentance of their past sins and the stated acceptance of 

Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior. The positioning of the individual-as-agent was thus 

present in three levels of influence that I had discovered at The Haven: in the one-on-one 



84 

 

interactions between staff and residents, in the official curriculum of the women’s academic 

program, and in the teachings the CEO brought to the shelter. 

Within The Haven, residents indexed their membership in the larger Christian 

community through their explicit and vocal alignment with God. In accordance with the 

Evangelical ideologies of individual agency and obedience, residents at the shelter regularly 

communicated their awareness of God’s Will by explicitly referencing God’s work in their 

lives, by asking God for direction, and by prioritizing God’s Will over their own as they 

made decisions to pursue their educational, professional, and social development. In the 

following sections, I demonstrate how The Haven’s residents positioned themselves as agents 

in their own right, by aligning their will with God’s Will. 

God as Agent 

In their discussion of residents’ life events and their progress through the programs at The 

Haven, residents and staff at the shelter explicitly identified God as a crucial second agent in 

residents’ lives, along with the agency of the residents themselves. In my first meeting with 

Jules, the subject of this chapter’s opening vignette, right before she entered The Haven’s 

long-term recovery program, I concluded our interview by asking her, “What do people need 

to know to understand your experience?” In Example 3.3, which occurred towards the end of 

our short interview, Jules distinguishes between her own actions and the actions God has 

performed in her life.  

EXAMPLE 3.3  

1 JULES; You know it’s ^hard,  

2  um, 

3  if people haven’t been there. 

4  to understand. 

5  So you just try to .. ^explain it to the best of your ability,= 

6  =“Look this is where I’ve been and this is .. what I’ve done. 
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7  And this is what ꞌGod’s ^done for me.” 

(Jules1_040716_8:07-8:21) 

 

Jules’ distinction between her own actions and those of God is evidenced by the grammatical 

structure of her utterances. Using dialogic syntax (Du Bois 2014), Jules contrasts herself and 

God as grammatical agents (what I’ve done, line 6, what God’s done, line 7). Here, the 

sequential positioning of her own actions as taking place before those performed by God 

reflects the temporal relationship between the two events. The fact that this statement was in 

response to my question about what people need to know in order to understand her 

experience provides further evidence of this contrast: First Jules explains where she has been 

and what she has done, and then she moves forward into her present time at the shelter, when 

God has done things for her.  

When I interviewed Miss Shannon, the former office manager who had been 

promoted to site director of The Haven, she made the same explicit reference to both the 

individual resident and God as agents. In response to my comment that the hiring of previous 

shelter residents as staff members gave current Programmers hope that they, too, could 

achieve what those staff members had, Miss Shannon, a white woman who had never been 

homeless or struggled with addictions or abuse, readily agreed. As she elaborated, having 

prior-homeless staff as role models “makes a really big difference” for the residents, setting 

The Haven apart from other shelters that do not provide that same hope.  

EXAMPLE 3.4  

1 SHANNON; It makes a really big difference.  

2  And like you say,  

3  It’s good for them to be able to say “Look where I am.  

4  I just went through that program that you’re going through.  

5  You know, 

6  I just finished it two years ago.  

7  And look what God’s done in ^my life.  
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8  If you’ll just allow Him to—” 

9  So it’s- it’s— 

10  I don’t know.  

11  It’s different here.  

(Miss Shannon_080916_11:40-12:00) 

 

In Example 3.4, Miss Shannon depicts both residents and God as agents in residents’ lives. In 

quoting the hypothetical speech of staff who have previously been homeless, she contrasts 

their agency (look where I am, line 3; I just went through that program…I just finished it, 

lines 4-6) with God’s agency (look what God’s done in my life, line 7), portraying the former 

resident and God both as grammatical agents and as having a significant impact on the 

former resident’s life. Her representation of the individual as having the power to decide 

whether to let God work in their life (If you’ll just allow Him to—, line 8) furthers the 

individual’s position as an agent who is able to make decisions about their own life.  

 In their discussions of residents’ lives both prior to and since their arrival at The 

Haven, the shelter residents and staff co-constructed residents’ identities as agents of their 

life events. Through their explicit contrasting of God’s work and residents’ own actions, they 

additionally demonstrated their alignment with Evangelical ideologies of agency, which 

necessarily recognize both God and individuals as agents in individuals’ lives. In the next 

section, I demonstrate how residents furthered their position as salvation-oriented agents by 

prioritizing God’s Will while retaining their own position as agents.  

Prioritizing God’s Will—Not Controlled by It 

The residents at The Haven frequently demonstrated an orientation to God’s plan for their 

lives. Referencing God’s omniscience, His guidance, and His Will, residents positioned 

themselves as willing followers of God’s plan, choosing to embark on the path that God had 

set for them. Throughout each interview, residents returned to the topic of their personal 
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relationship with God, stating their interest in agentively improving that relationship through 

the prioritization of His Will. Ellie, a fifty-year-old white woman who was just beginning the 

women’s recovery program, explicitly identified God’s Will and her own will as separate 

entities. She acknowledged that what she wanted and what God wanted might not be the 

same thing and stated that if their wills were not aligned, His should be prioritized above her 

own.  

Sitting across from me in The Haven’s clinic, a room I had spent days organizing 

during my time as a volunteer, Ellie dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. She had been trying to 

hold back the tears that had threatened to start as soon as we began talking, and she 

apologized to me each time she had to pause for a moment to calm herself down. As Ellie 

told me about her life, weaving together stories that painted a picture of her fifty years, I 

could feel my own emotions rising. Her story was heartbreaking, and her most recent trauma 

still haunted her, preventing her from sleeping and challenging her ability to focus on The 

Haven’s programs: At the time of the interview, her abusive ex-boyfriend was in a 

relationship with her adult daughter. Throughout our conversation, Ellie returned to the topic 

of her daughter and the conflicting emotions she felt; concerned for her daughter’s safety but 

also feeling betrayed by her, Ellie wanted more than anything for her ex-boyfriend to be out 

of their lives completely, and she had asked God to remove him from her daughter’s life. 

Ellie explained that, even though she had asked God for this favor, she made sure to state that 

she wanted her ex to be removed from her daughter’s life only if God wanted that to happen.  

EXAMPLE 3.5  

1 ELLIE; Well I asked Him to remove him [..] from her life.  

2 HANNAH;           [Yeah.] 

3 ELLIE; If it be His Will.  

4 HANNAH; Yeah. 

5 ELLIE; I wanted to make sure I put ^His Will,  
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6  not my @will @in @there. 

(Ellie_081216 _47:40-47:48) 

 

Describing her prayers concerning her daughter, Ellie specifies that she asked God “to 

remove [her ex] from her [daughter’s] life” (line 1). She then immediately qualifies her 

request as valid only “If it be His Will” (line 3). Ellie’s following explanation, “I wanted to 

make sure I put ^His Will, not my @will @in @there” (lines 5-6) indicates her orientation to 

the Evangelical prioritization of God’s Will; by qualifying her initial request to God and then 

explaining that qualification to me, Ellie ensures that her request will not be judged as 

inappropriately ego-centric by an Evangelical listener—although in this particular case she is 

in no danger of being evaluated on those grounds. Her laughter when she addresses her own 

will (not my @will @in @there, line 6) furthers this orientation, framing the idea of 

prioritizing her will as absurd or laughable. Ultimately, through her explicit prioritization of 

God’s Will, Ellie positions herself as an appropriate Evangelical, recognizing the difference 

between her desires and what God has planned for her: Her desire for something to happen 

does not guarantee its occurrence, but if her will is correctly aligned with God’s plan, the 

request she has made may be granted. 

 In addition to positioning herself as an Evangelical, through her explanation of her 

prayer Ellie also positions herself as an agent. First, she describes the action at the center of 

her story: her request to God (I asked Him to remove him, line 1). Even when she qualifies 

and explains her request, Ellie maintains her position of agency in her description, 

identifying her own desires (I wanted to make sure, line 5) and acknowledging the existence 

of her own will (line 6). In this way, she takes up the Evangelical ideology of the individual 

agent, simultaneously acknowledging her own agency—in Example 3.5, her own will and 

her ability to make requests—and subordinating her will to God’s Will. Furthermore, Ellie’s 
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display of her own agency in her prayer to God suggests that if she did not ask God to 

remove her abusive ex-boyfriend from her daughter’s life, He may not have done so even if it 

were His Will. Ellie’s request thus highlights the importance of agency in Evangelical 

culture, in that she must agentively communicate with God and ask for things rather than 

passively hope for those things to happen.  

The presence of these two wills was apparent throughout my data set. When I 

interviewed Scott, a white Programmer in his mid-forties, he provided a lengthy description 

of the religious understanding he had achieved during his time at The Haven. Having come to 

The Haven after being evicted from his home in a nearby town that had no shelters of its 

own, Scott appreciated the opportunity that The Haven provided for spiritual recovery. For 

Scott, the recovery enabled by the shelter was due in part to his recognition that God had 

control over his life and, crucially, that it was by aligning his own will with God’s Will that 

his life would be “blessed.”  

EXAMPLE 3.6  

1 SCOTT;  It’s just our- our nature: .. to— 

2  to .. ^want_to be in control .. of our ꞌlives. 

3  to think that we’re .. ꞌcompletely in control. 

4  And:, 

5  we’re in control of very little. 

6  And, 

7  You know, 

8  I mean— 

9  Sure we have free will, 

10  but. 

11  He’s ultimately in control.  

((omitted 12:04-12:17)) 

22  He’s the sovereign ruler of the universe, 

23  And the world still answers to His beck and call.  

24  Uh,  

25  So, 

26  Yeah, 
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 27  I duh- I duh— 

 28  He uh, 

29  He blesses me with His peace. 

30  Um.  

31  And, 

 32  … 

 33  I_don’t_know, 

 34  It’s just uh— 

 35  Uh, 

36  In my experience,  

37  the more I work on my relationship with Him, 

38  the more He blesses me.  

39  You know, 

40  Um:, 

41  My desire to- to do what’s right, 

42  And the more that I— 

43  the more I ^do what is right, 

44  the more He blesses me.  

(Scott_062916_11:43-12:51) 

 

In Example 3.6, Scott begins by explaining that, while it is human nature to want to “be in 

control .. of our lives” (line 2) and “to think that we’re .. ^completely in control” (line 3), 

humans are actually “in control of very little” (line 5). Stating that God is the one in control 

of our lives (He’s ultimately in control, line 11), Scott appears to indicate that one’s life on 

earth is subject to God’s plan. However, he also states explicitly that, while as humans we do 

not control everything in our lives, we do “have free will” (line 9), just as we have our own 

nature and desires (lines 1-2). While Scott recognizes that God is “ultimately in control” (line 

11), he thus also recognizes his own agency in his life.  

Scott’s description of his position in relation to God furthers his self-identification as 

an agent. Explaining this position as a “relationship” (line 37), Scott highlights the interactive 

dimension of his faith: His relationship with God is one of give and take, and he must give in 

order to receive. As Scott has experienced (line 36), his desire to follow God’s plan for him 



91 

 

(My desire to- to do what’s right, line 41), coupled with the actions he takes to follow that 

plan (And the more that I—the more I ^do what is right, lines 42-43), result in his receiving 

God’s blessing. Thus, it is the alignment of his individual will with God’s Will that results in 

life events going well for Scott; he cannot sit passively and wait for God’s grace.  

 The alignment suggested by Ellie and Scott was also evident in my conversation with 

Brian, a thirty-year-old Latino resident who had entered the men’s recovery program just the 

day before our interview. As Brian and I talked about his life at the shelter, his eyes filled 

with tears of happiness; at times, he was so overcome by emotion that he stopped talking 

altogether. Brian’s attention to the faith-based aspect of The Haven was evident from the 

beginning of the interview, and he soon explained his own role in that faith, telling me more 

than once that he wanted to be obedient to God’s Will.  

EXAMPLE 3.7    

a. BRIAN; I just want to be obedient.  

b. BRIAN; God knows the desires of your heart. And I think the more obedient we 

are, He leads us more towards those desires. 

(Brian_062916_15:54, 12:04) 

 

When describing his relationship with God, Brian positions himself as “obedient” (3.7a). 

While this description positions Brian as subordinate to God, it additionally positions him as 

an agent: he “wants to be obedient” (3.7a) and chooses to do so. Just as Scott’s comments 

indicated that aligning his will with God’s Will led to his being more blessed, Brian’s 

understanding of obedience (the more obedient we are, He leads us more towards those 

desires, 3.7b) furthers his agentive alignment with God: When he aligns his will with God by 

being obedient to Him, God rewards him.  

 The obedience described by Brian and the “desire to do what is right” (Example 3.6) 

described by Scott reflect the same agentive attention to the distinction between one’s human 
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will and God’s Will that Ellie identified in her talk about her recent prayers (Example 3.5). 

While these residents prioritized God’s Will, they each described a dynamic relationship with 

God, one that requires the involvement of two agentive participants: God and the individual. 

The act of being obedient necessitates two agents, one to lead and one to follow, and the 

residents’ explicit reference to their obedience to God directly positions them as one of those 

two agents. In Evangelical culture—as Scott explains in Example 3.6—God is understood as 

having a “plan” for each individual life, but the decision to follow that plan rests with the 

individual; God does not force anyone to do anything. In their description of their own roles 

in following God’s plan, Ellie, Scott, Brian, and the other residents at The Haven indicated 

an understanding of this Evangelical belief. They discursively positioned themselves as 

agents ready and willing to align their own wills with the Will of God. Within the 

Evangelical community of The Haven, this agentive alignment was achieved primarily 

through prayer. 

Using Prayer to Align with God 

As demonstrated in the literature on Evangelicalism and in discussions of Protestantism more 

generally, Evangelical traditions strongly emphasize the importance of language in 

demonstrations of faith (Keane 2007; Shoaps 2002). As one of the central linguistic practices 

employed by Evangelical communities, for the residents and staff at The Haven, prayer was a 

readily available and salient tool for this purpose. Unlike in more traditional Christian 

denominations such as Catholicism, in Evangelical communities, members are required to 

establish a direct and personal relationship with God, and prayer is the means by which this 

connection with God is achieved; prayer creates a dialogue in which the one who prays asks 

God a question and then receives God’s response in the form of tangible events and signs that 
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occur in their daily lives. At The Haven, residents and staff engaged in the Evangelical 

practice of asking God for direction and listening for God’s instructions before making 

decisions through prayer, which could be delivered silently, in written form such as in 

residents’ private workbooks and journals, or aloud in group settings. The following 

examples demonstrate how both the residents and staff at The Haven engaged in this 

practice.   

 Ellie talked openly with me about her use of prayer, which she employed both in her 

private journaling each day and through her spoken messages to God each night. Example 

3.8 illustrates one of Ellie’s regular uses for prayer: When she faced potential conflict with 

fellow residents or with staff, she was hesitant to react without first asking God for direction. 

Before the beginning of this example, Ellie had just told me that one of the female staff 

members had been rude to her several days in a row, but rather than follow the advice of the 

other residents and report the staff member for her rudeness, Ellie chose to pray about the 

situation, agentively prioritizing God’s Will.  

EXAMPLE 3.8  

1 ELLIE;  The girls wanted me to write her up, 

2   and I just— 

3  I couldn’t.  

4 HANNAH; Yeah.= 

5 ELLIE; =I wanted to pray about it first. 

(Ellie_081216_23:55-24:00) 

 

In Example 3.8, Ellie uses prayer to engage with God. She actively resists the advice of her 

fellow residents, explaining that she “couldn’t” (line 3) make a decision that could affect the 

staff member’s career without first consulting God’s Will on the issue (I wanted to pray 

about it first, line 4). In this way, she uses prayer to engage with God and to position herself 

as an agentive follower of His Will, so closely aligned with Him that she will not make an 
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important decision without asking His advice. Later in our interview, Ellie told me that God 

revealed to her that the staff member who was rude was currently experiencing a personal 

trauma of her own; interpreting kindness towards the staff member as God’s Will, Ellie chose 

not to report her. 

 Example 3.9 demonstrates that the staff at The Haven also engaged in prayer, using it 

as a tool to draw God’s attention to specific issues and to find out His Will. In this example, 

Miss Shannon describes the staff’s daily practice of praying about their experiences and 

about the shelter’s residents. She explains how, when they have a specific issue with one of 

the residents, the staff will come to come together in order to “pray over” that resident.  

EXAMPLE 3.9  

1 SHANNON; We pray ^every morning over our day.  

2  We hold hands and pray over specific ^women, 

3  When there is an issue, 

4  You know, 

5  A specific issue with a woman, 

6  Literally— 

7  I’ve had— 

8  You know, 

9  staff will come up to me and say,  

10  <P> “We need to pray over this lady,” </> 

11  And we just grab hands and pray.  

(Miss Shannon_080916_8:05-8:26) 

 

In contrast to Ellie’s use of prayer, which is private, the prayer Miss Shannon describes in 

Example 3.9 is more public, the type of prayer in which I had participated during my time as 

a volunteer. In spite of this difference, however, the prayer that Miss Shannon describes is 

similar to that described by Ellie in that it calls God’s attention to an issue and seeks His Will 

on the matter. The staff, like the residents, used prayer as a tool to engage agentively with 

God; rather than wait passively and hope for a sign from God, they reached out to God and 



95 

 

asked for His advice. They also took the initiative to pray for others and to bring community 

members to God’s attention.  

The residents I interviewed spoke about prayer often, identifying it as fundamental to 

their relationship with God and therefore to the betterment of their lives. When I asked Scott 

if he could identify any specific actions that he needed to perform in order to have the 

relationship he wanted with God, he immediately identified prayer as the “biggest thing” that 

improved that relationship and said that he “firmly” believed that God “wants us to 

communicate with Him, you know, all the time.” Similarly, Chad, a thirty-year-old white 

Programmer in the men’s recovery program, explained that his life had improved since he 

had begun praying to God. To these residents, the agency they demonstrated in reaching out 

to God and in prioritizing God’s Will in their prayers was rewarded. Through prayer, 

residents worked on their relationships with God, prioritized His Will, and learned to 

continue the practice of asking God for guidance. 

The agentive relationship established between the individual and God through prayer 

was also evident in Brian’s discussion of events that had transpired during his time at The 

Haven. In Example 3.10, Brian describes how, the same day that he went online to research a 

local university, Texas State University or TSU, a professor from that university came to The 

Haven. Interpreting the man’s arrival at The Haven as a personal sign from God, Brian 

prayed again to confirm that God wanted him to attend the university. Brian hesitated to 

apply to the university until he received a “definite” answer from God.  

EXAMPLE 3.10  

1 BRIAN; The day that I get online here to look up ~TSU, 

2  the guy comes. 

3   So God ^sent me somebody ꞌfrom ~TSU, 

4  while I was looking up ~TSU not even ^fifteen ꞌminutes ꞌbefore. 

5  That— 
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6 HANNAH; It’s pretty good timing. 

7 BRIAN; Yeah. 

8  @@@@@@@@  

9  So I was like ^man. 

10  So he asked me.  

11  He said “well have you started ^praying for”— 

12  I want to do a BBA,  

13  Bachelor’s in Business Administration.  

14  And he said, 

15  “Have you prayed.”  

16  And I haven’t got a definite.  

17  I’ve been praying.  

18  Tomorrow’ll be a week so we’ll meet again. 

19  but— 

20  He’s like, 

21  “well do you want me to bring you the information, 

22  or do you want to wait.”  

23  And I said “well we’ll wait, 

24  and I’ll try to pray it through.”  

(Brian_062916_12:27-13:01) 

 

In Example 3.10, Brian describes a sign he recently received from God (God ^sent me 

somebody ꞌfrom ~TSU, line 3), relaying that the sign had appeared immediately after he had 

taken action on the subject himself (I was looking up ~TSU not even ^fifteen ꞌminutes ꞌbefore, 

line 4). Positioning both himself and God as agents, Brian then prioritizes God’s Will by 

praying to Him even after receiving God’s initial message. Because he has not “got a 

definite” answer to his prayer (line 16), Brian decides to put off applying to the university, 

telling the visiting staff member that he wants to wait and “pray it through” (lines 23-24). 

Through prayer, Brian demonstrates his alignment with God, his decision to prioritize God’s 

Will over his own, and his agency in making these choices.   

 Brian’s story about the university professor provides further evidence of the potential 

for others to influence residents’ engagement with the Evangelical ideologies of The Haven. 
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Before Brian mentions his prayers regarding applying to the university, he states that the 

professor who visited The Haven asked him if he had been praying about it (He asked me, He 

said “well have you started ^praying,” lines 10-11; He said, “Have you prayed,” lines 14-

15). Previous studies have demonstrated how the ideologies of the staff in homeless shelters 

and rehabilitation programs influence participants’ experiences in the programs (MacKnee 

and Melvyn 2002), from presupposing participants’ interior states (Carr 2006) to co-

constructing residents’ life narratives (Marvasti 2002). At The Haven, residents were 

encouraged to pray by the shelter staff and in the textbooks that they read—such as in Miss 

Brenda’s advice to Josie and the Christian women’s guidebook that the female residents 

studied in their academic program. When the university professor encouraged Brian to pray, 

he reinforced the lessons that Brian was receiving within The Haven, demonstrating the 

relevance of those lessons in the larger local community as well.  

Agentively Relinquishing Control 

When The Haven’s residents prayed to God for direction and help, they relinquished the 

belief that they were in complete control of their own lives. While acknowledging that they 

did not control every aspect of their lives, however, residents maintained their position as 

agents by agentively allowing for God’s role; they chose to relinquish control to God and to 

recognize His power. This relinquishing of control was most evident in the way residents 

talked about their futures.  

When I asked my study participants about their post-shelter plans, the residents I 

interviewed often stated that they did not have any set plans. Even those residents who 

expressed an interest in pursuing a certain career frequently clarified that they were not going 

to make any plans to achieve their goal. Rather, residents indicated that they were waiting to 
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find out what God wanted them to do and where God wanted them to go. In this way, The 

Haven’s residents appeared to allocate the important decisions in their lives to God. Scott, 

who had been at The Haven for just over one month at the time of our interview, was 

particularly adamant in his decision to let God determine his future. When I asked Scott what 

he was planning to do after he completed The Haven’s men’s recovery program, he 

responded that he had not “put that much thought into the future” and that he was “not going 

to make any plans.”  

EXAMPLE 3.11  

a. SCOTT; I- I haven’t- I haven’t put that much thought into the future. You know 

I’m just … leaving everything open to the Lord.  

b. SCOTT; I- I’m just not— I’m not going to make any plans. I’m, You know, I’m 

wanting to see His plan for me.  

(Scott_062916_7:20, 43:27) 

 

When answering my question, Scott initially hesitates, his utterance characterized by two 

false starts (I- I haven’t- I haven’t-, 3.11a). His remark that he has not “put that much thought 

into the future” (3.11a) suggests that he simply has not yet considered his post-shelter 

plans—a situation that would not be unexpected or unreasonable, given that Scott would be 

at The Haven for eleven more months as a participant in the men’s recovery and workforce 

program. However, he then explains that he is “just…leaving everything open to the Lord” 

(3.11a), indicating that he does not intend to make post-shelter plans at all. Instead of 

planning his life, he is waiting to see what God has planned for him.  

Towards the end of our interview, I returned to the topic of Scott’s future and he 

reiterated his earlier point about not planning his life. In Example 3.11b, he states explicitly 

that he is “not going to make any plans,” evincing the same conviction he had demonstrated 

previously. His false start and subsequent truncated utterance when answering this second 



99 

 

iteration of my question (I- I’m just not—I’m not going to make any plans) suggest the same 

hesitancy to provide a specific answer that was also evident in his earlier response. While 

from a purely secular perspective Scott’s responses may appear to indicate that he is 

passively waiting for God’s actions rather than agentively planning his life, an Evangelical 

understanding of his words reveals that he is choosing to determine his future alongside God: 

“Leaving everything open to the Lord” (3.11a) is an agentive decision to focus on the present 

and to maintain a dialogue with God throughout his life. 

In the preceding sections, I demonstrated how the residents and staff at The Haven 

acknowledged and identified residents’ roles as agents in their own right. Throughout my 

interviews, participants positioned residents as agentively pursuing a close and personal 

relationship with God, a pursuit evidenced by residents’ explicit reference to both themselves 

and God as active agents in their lives as well as by their prioritization of God’s Will above 

their own through frequent prayer. Engaging with the Evangelical ideologies of agency 

propagated by The Haven, residents agentively aligned themselves with God as they worked 

towards their spiritual salvation.  

As I have suggested, current understandings of agency are inadequate in analyzing 

agency as it exists within the framework of American Evangelical belief. While previous 

research has demonstrated that individuals occasionally attribute causality to fate or luck 

(Ahearn 2010; McCollum 2000), existing studies have not explored sociocultural contexts 

like The Haven, which invoke both individual agency and God’s agency. As a result, the 

scholarly literature on agency—and religious agency, in particular—does not fully capture its 

interpersonal dimensions: Rather than switch between attributing agency to God and 

claiming their own individual agency, residents at The Haven consistently positioned 
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themselves as agents perpetually aligning with God. Through the agentive alignment of their 

individual will with God’s Will, residents reported an improved quality of life and 

demonstrated their involvement in the Evangelical culture of the shelter.  

While The Haven’s residents agentively aligned themselves with God in their pursuit 

of spiritual salvation, they also demonstrated significant attention to their position as shelter 

residents pursuing neoliberal goals of self-sufficiency through access to necessary services 

and resources. In the following section, I present this contrasting form of resident agency at 

The Haven.  

The Service-Oriented Agent 

Past studies of homeless shelters have demonstrated that shelter residents’ perceptions of 

their own agency are affected by the discourses of homelessness present within specific 

shelter communities (Desjarlais 1996, 1997, 1999; Lyon-Callo 2000). Because current 

theories situate agency within specific sociocultural contexts, a discussion of resident agency 

at The Haven requires contextualization within the shelter’s basic purpose of providing social 

services to the local homeless population—and thus its adherence to the neoliberal ideologies 

that governed the shelter’s operation. To the same extent that they demonstrated affiliation 

with the Evangelical ideology of agentive alignment with God, The Haven’s residents 

engaged with neoliberal ideologies of individual responsibility and self-sufficiency relevant 

to the shelter context. In this section, I demonstrate how The Haven’s residents and staff 

alike positioned the residents as service-oriented agents by identifying residents’ role in 

becoming homeless and through explicit reference to residents’ pursuit of self-sufficiency.  
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Taking Responsibility for One’s Homelessness 

In their discussion of their pasts, their addictions, and the factors that led to their 

homelessness, The Haven’s residents indexed the neoliberal ideology of individual 

responsibility by positioning themselves as responsible for those actions. When I met with 

Scott, he explained that the experiences he had caused were “bad ones.” The following 

excerpt is from the second half of our interview. Scott had been telling me about the things 

God had done to improve his life since he had been saved, and I asked him directly whether 

there were any experiences that he felt were caused by him, not God. 

EXAMPLE 3.12  

1  SCOTT; Sure. 

2  Yeah.  

3  Yeah definitely.  

4  Um, 

5  HANNAH; Good or bad <P> experiences.</> 

6  SCOTT; … 

7  I can think of plenty of bad ones. 

8  @@@@@@@ 

(Scott_062916_37:50-38:00) 

 

In response to my question, Scott initially answers that he can think of experiences that he 

himself caused and then reaffirms that response (Sure. Yeah. Yeah definitely, lines 1-3). 

However, he then hesitates, and when I qualify my question by indicating that these 

experiences could be “good or bad” ones (line 5), he hesitates again (line 6) and then 

responds that he “can think of plenty of bad ones” (line 7) and laughs (line 8), implying that 

no “good ones” that he had caused came to mind. Scott’s depiction of the experiences that 

resulted from his own actions as “bad” suggests that he may see himself as personally 

responsible for his current state of homelessness. 
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Similarly, in my interviews with Brian and Ellie, both participants identified 

themselves as agents of negative events in their lives. Example 3.13 contains excerpts that 

demonstrate the way in which, like Scott, Brian and Ellie discursively positioned themselves 

as agents responsible for their homelessness.  

EXAMPLE 3.13  

a. BRIAN; I was doing a lot of bad- bad evil wicked things.  

b. BRIAN; I make very dumb, stupid decisions.  

c. ELLIE; I always get to a certain point where I do really good. And then I .. fall 

again.  

d. ELLIE; I know it’s my own consequences and my own choices that got me here. 

(Brian_062916_5:09, 8:20; Ellie_081216_11:50, 13:45) 

 

At various points in my interview with Brian, he indicated that he believed it was his own 

actions that had led to his homelessness. Early in the interview, Brian represents his actions 

as erroneous and immoral (I was doing a lot of bad- bad evil wicked things, 3.13a); he then 

follows this by generalizing his negative self-evaluation, saying that he actively makes “very 

dumb, stupid decisions” (3.13b). Ellie demonstrates the same negative evaluation of her own 

actions, saying that she agentively achieves “a certain point” where she does well but that she 

ultimately fails in her efforts (3.13c). Ellie’s explicit reference to her “own consequences” 

(3.13d) reinforces her self-positioning as responsible for her homelessness: As she explains, 

she herself has caused her problems (my own choices that got me here, 3.13d). In addition, 

both residents depict their bad decisions as habitual (I make very dumb, stupid decisions, 

3.13b; I always get to a certain point where I do really good. And then I .. fall again, 3.13c), 

suggesting that this issue continues to be a concern for them. As these excerpts demonstrate, 

Brian and Ellie positioned themselves as agents who, through “dumb, stupid decisions” 

(3.13b) and their “own choices” (3.13d), had caused their homelessness.  
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The positioning of shelter residents as responsible for their past experiences and 

present situation was reinforced by The Haven’s staff in their interviews with me. Explaining 

that it is only through forgiveness that residents can avoid repeating their past mistakes, in 

the next example Miss Shannon states that The Haven’s staff encourage residents to forgive 

themselves for their mistakes, even if their past experiences are too upsetting to forget 

completely. It is of note that Miss Shannon repeatedly positioned herself as a compassionate 

caregiver and not as a judgmental gatekeeper throughout our interview. The excerpt in 

Example 3.14 occurred after Miss Shannon had expressed her desire to improve her 

understanding of residents’ prior experiences and to help residents find peace as they moved 

forward with their lives.  

EXAMPLE 3.14  

1 SHANNON; So we encourage them to— 

2   You know.  

3  “This is how you ended up here, 

4  It is what it is.  

5  You’re going to have to let— 

6  You know 

7  Not let that— 

8  Well you have to let it ^go.  

9  Don’t go back to that.  

10  Because you’re going to end ^right back up here.”  

(Miss Shannon_080916_17:53-18:06) 

 

In Example 3.14, Miss Shannon describes how the staff “encourage” (line 1) new residents to 

acknowledge why they ended up at a shelter, arguing that acknowledgement of their past 

mistakes is crucial to the individual’s ability to move forward. Miss Shannon furthers 

residents’ self-blame for their past experiences in her description of this process, telling 

them, “This is how you ended up here” (line 3) and warning them that if they do not “let it 

^go” (line 8), they might end up at a shelter again (because you’re going to end ^right back 
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up here, line 10). Miss Shannon thus positions shelter residents as agentively tied to their 

past, harmful experiences at the same time that she encourages them to resist their past habits 

(Don’t go back to that, line 9) and to forgive themselves for their mistakes—an act of 

forgiveness or letting go that necessarily positions the residents as responsible for the things 

that need to be forgiven.  

The practice of attributing the cause of homelessness to the affected individuals 

themselves has been documented in previous research. In a three-year ethnographic study of 

an emergency homeless shelter in Massachusetts, Lyon-Callo (2000) found that the shelter’s 

focus on individual reform and its propagation of homelessness as both medicalized and 

deviant induced residents to identify internal (i.e., personal) causes of their homelessness and 

thus to blame themselves for their current position. Similarly, McNaughton (2006:144) 

discovered that homeless individuals usually identified internal causes of their homelessness 

even though they were “implicitly” aware of external factors that also played a role. The self-

blame I heard from The Haven’s residents and the corresponding responsibility advocated by 

the shelter staff thus resonate with what previous scholars have found.  

Pursuing Self-Sufficiency 

In addition to positioning shelter residents as agents of their past actions and as responsible 

for their homelessness, The Haven’s residents and staff depicted residents as agents of their 

present and future actions. The following examples illustrate how residents and staff 

described residents’ progression towards self-sufficiency, a pursuit that was frequently 

identified in relation to residents’ use of shelter resources.  

 In Example 3.15, Ellie and Brian express their desire to improve their lives 

specifically for their own benefit. Ellie relays her personal motivation to complete The 
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Haven’s recovery program, and Brian states his intention to “take advantage” of the shelter’s 

program to create a better future for himself and for his family. 

EXAMPLE 3.15  

a. ELLIE; I thought, “My daughter can’t respect me if I don’t respect me, and if I 

don’t get well, she can’t get well.” So I had to do this for my kids. I did it for me 

first.  

b. BRIAN; I do plan on getting back into school while I’m here and just really using 

this opportunity to better myself for my future and my family. You know, take 

advantage of it and do what I can do for the better.  

(Ellie_081216_12:40; Brian_062916_11:32)  

Ellie and Brian’s explanations of their motivations to complete The Haven’s programs align 

with neoliberal ideologies of self-sufficiency: Both Programmers express a personal desire to 

“get well” (3.15a) or to “better” themselves (3.15b) in order to help themselves and their 

families. Additionally, the two Programmers reinforce their goal of self-sufficiency by 

demonstrating a primary focus on themselves: Ellie explicitly identifies herself as the 

primary beneficiary of her future success (I did it for me first, 3.15a), and Brian states that he 

is going to “take advantage of” the “opportunity” he has at The Haven (3.15b). In these 

excerpts, Ellie and Brian thus engage with neoliberal ideologies that are relevant to their 

position as residents at a homeless shelter.  

The shelter staff revealed a similar orientation to residents’ positions as homeless 

individuals pursuing self-sufficiency. Miss Shannon’s depiction of the shelter residents as 

agents, which was demonstrated by her encouragement of self-forgiveness in Example 3.14 

above, was also evident in the way she talked about their accomplishments. In Example 3.16, 

Miss Shannon relates how exciting it is to see the difference in residents who have done 

positive things for themselves, thereby acknowledging their individual successes in 

alignment with neoliberal ideologies of self-sufficiency and self-marketability.  
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EXAMPLE 3.16  

1 SHANNON; It’s just cool to watch the ^difference in them. 

2  Once they’ve done something for themselves, 

3  For- for one thing, 

4  You know,  

5  We encourage them— 

6  You know, 

7  We ꞌinsist that they ^do all this for themselves.  

8  We will ^help, 

9  But you have to do the majority of the work ’cause this is for ^you, 

10  (H) 

11  And— 

12  You know, 

13  It just makes a difference in their whole attitude, 

(Miss Shannon_080916_14:45-15:12) 

 

Like the residents themselves, Miss Shannon positions residents as agentively pursuing self-

sufficiency during their time at The Haven. In Example 3.16, she talks about residents having 

“done something for themselves” (line 2) in much the same way that Ellie and Brian 

explained their ultimate completion of the recovery programs as benefiting themselves 

(Example 3.15). Miss Shannon then reinforces this focus on residents’ achievement of self-

sufficiency, upgrading her initial statement that the staff “encourage” residents to do things 

for themselves (line 5) to say that the staff “ ꞌinsist that they ^do all this for themselves” (line 

7), thereby presenting resident self-sufficiency as a kind of shelter policy. Miss Shannon’s 

specific emphasis throughout this excerpt furthers her positioning of residents as agents: 

Calling attention to residents’ actions through emphatic stress (they ^do all this, line 7) and 

their focus on themselves (you have to do the majority of the work ’cause this is for ^you, line 

9), she highlights their own role in their lives and, thereby, their self-sufficiency.  

 The preceding examples indicate that, while The Haven’s residents aligned with the 

neoliberal ideology of individual responsibility by positioning themselves as responsible for 
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their homelessness, they also demonstrated adherence to the additional neoliberal ideologies 

of self-sufficiency in their present and future lives. Their depiction of their past events as 

“bad” and their present and current actions as “better” thus reflects themes in the existing 

literature on homelessness, which represents homeless individuals’ rehabilitation in primarily 

neoliberal terms. The transformation that residents evinced in their discussions of their 

agency and their goals was visible to the shelter’s staff—as demonstrated by Miss Shannon’s 

portrayal of residents’ actions—illustrating the importance of residents’ pursuit of self-

sufficiency even while they were still at The Haven.  

In the next sections, I complicate the discussion of the concurrent agencies evident in 

my data. Situating this analysis within the religious-neoliberal framework of The Haven, I 

discuss the relevance of each type of resident agency in this context.  

Conclusion: Concurrent and Conflicting Resident Agencies at The Haven 

This chapter has shown that, within The Haven, shelter residents and staff positioned 

residents both as salvation-oriented Evangelical agents and as service-oriented homeless 

agents. As salvation-oriented agents, residents at The Haven actively engaged with 

Evangelical ideologies of agency; agentively aligning themselves with God and prioritizing 

His Will over their own, they demonstrated conscious agency rather than passive recipiency. 

The same residents also negotiated neoliberal ideologies in their positions as service-

oriented, self-sufficing agents taking advantage of the services offered by the shelter in order 

to improve their lives. The contrasting examples from the same group of residents throughout 

the analysis in this chapter reveal that these two strains of agency were concurrent within 

individuals in this religious-neoliberal context: Brian stated his desire to be obedient to God 

as well as his own plan to improve his future and that of his family, and Ellie, who insisted 
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on prioritizing God’s Will above her own, stated that she was going to complete the recovery 

program for herself first and foremost.  

 Further evidence of the concurrent nature of these contrasting forms of resident 

agency is found in the temporal description of each type. Both residents and staff discussed 

the past actions that they and God had performed in residents’ lives, demonstrating the 

parallelism of their own agency and God’s agency in their past experiences. Additionally, 

while residents acknowledged God’s actions in the present and in their futures, they also 

identified their own roles in those stages of their lives, indicating that both agencies were 

currently relevant and would persist into the future.  

 This analysis furthers the existing linguistic-anthropological argument for the 

context-dependent nature of agency by demonstrating how the concurrent resident agencies 

at The Haven are highly visible in the specific context of the religious-neoliberal homeless 

shelter. A comprehensive understanding of the data in this chapter, however, requires a more 

nuanced conceptualization of agency than the current literature provides. I therefore propose 

an expansion of the existing theory of agency, one that allows for the simultaneous existence 

and salience of the contrasting agencies evident among The Haven’s residents. Specifically, I 

argue for the reconceptualization of agency as multiple, characterized by the possibility of 

concurrent and potentially antithetical agentive strains within an individual. As the analysis 

in this chapter shows, the concurrent salvation-oriented and service-oriented agencies of The 

Haven’s residents work in parallel, simultaneously linking the individual with the religious 

ideologies of the community and firmly embedding the individual in the context of the 

homeless shelter.  
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The specific sociocultural context of The Haven and its inherently competing 

ideologies of agency encouraged the development of the concurrent agencies demonstrated 

by the shelter’s residents. When I interviewed various staff members towards the end of my 

formal data collection, I asked each of them to describe the ideal “successful” resident. In 

response to my question, each staff member provided a description of a program graduate 

who was financially stable, sober, self-sufficient, and in constant communication with God. 

Their seemingly paradoxical depiction of self-sufficiency coupled with faith underscored the 

distinction between the two agencies displayed by the shelter residents: On the one hand, 

staff members described a self-sufficient program graduate; on the other, they insisted upon 

the importance of the individual’s maintaining a close relationship with God, in accordance 

with Evangelical ideologies that fundamentally deny the possibility of complete self-

sufficiency. Despite this apparent paradox—an “internal contradiction” of religious 

neoliberalism (cf. Hackworth 2012:3), residents at The Haven identified as agents; through 

their concurrent and antithetical agencies, they negotiated a position of success as both 

homeless individuals and Evangelicals.  

In the following chapter, I expand on the duality of the residents’ experience in the 

religious-neoliberal context of The Haven. Analyzing residents’ narratives about their 

position of need and the spiritual transformation they have undergone as a result of their 

relationships with God, I show how The Haven’s residents negotiated identities both as 

service-worthy homeless shelter residents and as salvation-worthy members of the larger 

Evangelical community.  
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Chapter 4 

 

Competing Ideologies of Worth at The Haven 

 

Ellie sat across from me, smiling. She had started our interview in tears, telling me about 

how she had ended up homeless: After years of living with an abusive boyfriend, she had 

reached her lowest point when he had physically thrown her out the front door of their house, 

spat on her, and told her that she was worthless. That night, beaten both physically and 

emotionally, Ellie had lain on the front stoop of her house while people entered and exited, 

stepping over her as they went. Even the mailman had walked over her without saying a 

word, without checking whether she was okay or getting her help.  

 A month later, Ellie had just completed the probationary first thirty days as a Client at 

The Haven and was waiting to enter the women’s academy program. And now, she told me, 

she prayed to God every day and wrote a journal entry to Him every night, ending each entry 

by kissing the page on which she had written. When she arrived at The Haven, Ellie had been 

destitute and alone. Since then, she had been born again.  

* 

Ellie’s descriptions of what her life had been like before she came to The Haven and her 

subsequent Evangelical transformation reflected a recurrent trend in my data: Each resident 

indexed the shelter’s dominant Evangelical and neoliberal ideologies in their representations 

of themselves as worthy of their current position at The Haven. While the questions I asked 

in my interviews addressed the reasons residents had come to the shelter—a methodological 

approach mandated by the CEO, as I discussed in Chapter 2—residents brought up stories 

about their spiritual transformation on their own. Indeed, by the time I reached the end of my 
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interview guide and prepared to ask a final question regarding whether their perspective on 

themselves had changed during the time they had been at The Haven, I often either prefaced 

the question with an acknowledgement that the resident had already partially answered it or I 

skipped it entirely because they had provided an elaborate description of their altered 

perspective without any prompting on my part.  

 In light of the neoliberal and Evangelical ideologies that governed The Haven’s 

operational structure, residents’ demonstrations of need and transformation made sense. As 

discussed in Chapter 2, residents at The Haven faced two separate screening processes within 

their first month at the shelter, the successful completion of which determined their access to 

shelter resources. In a third and final (though unofficial) screening process, residents had the 

chance to secure financial and legal support from the shelter as they transitioned back into 

jobs and their own housing. The first screening took place upon arrival at The Haven, when 

residents had to demonstrate that they were worthy of the social services the shelter provided. 

In order to progress into one of the programs, however, these same residents had to undergo a 

second screening in which they demonstrated that they had made a commitment to bettering 

themselves through their establishment of a personal relationship with God. Residents’ 

continued access to The Haven’s services was contingent upon their entry into one of the 

long-term programs through this second screening, and that admittance depended on both 

their spiritual salvation and their position of need, or what I refer to in this chapter as their 

status as salvation-worthy and service-worthy selves (cf. Meanwell 2013).  

While participation in my research was voluntary and in principle open to all shelter 

residents, it turned out that the majority of the residents who signed up to be interviewed 

were in their first four to six weeks at The Haven. The two screening processes were thus 
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highly relevant to the nature of my data, as many of my participants were negotiating their 

position as both service-worthy and salvation-worthy individuals at the time of the 

interviews. Below, I include an example from a woman who had just completed the three-

month academy program; as a graduate who was preparing to move out on her own, Lane 

faced the third, unofficial screening for continued shelter support.  

In this chapter, I address the competing neoliberal and Evangelical discourses of 

worth that existed within The Haven, demonstrating that the need-based focus of homeless 

individuals upon arrival was at odds with the Evangelical ideologies of rebirth and 

transcendence that permeated the shelter’s long-term programs. I begin by describing the 

ways in which residents at The Haven oriented to each of the two evaluation processes, in 

much the same way that they oriented to different dimensions of their individual agency, 

proving their worth first as service-worthy homeless individuals and then as salvation-

worthy, transformed Evangelicals. I conclude with a discussion of residents’ ultimate 

valuation of worth: In the religious-neoliberal homeless shelter context, residents valued 

others based on how much they had overcome through their relationship with God.  

In the following section, I demonstrate how residents at The Haven discursively 

positioned themselves as service-worthy individuals, indexing neoliberal ideologies of 

individual responsibility and self-sufficiency in their descriptions of their need and of their 

commitment to individual improvement during their time at the shelter.  

The Service-Worthy Shelter Resident  

In today’s social service organizations, neoliberal discourses of worth prevail. Engaging with 

these ideologies, which objectively quantify an individual as “deserving” or not, recipients of 

aid are often required to demonstrate both that their need stems from factors beyond their 
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control and that they are committed to improving their lives with the help of the provided 

services (DeSante 2013; Moffitt 2015; Petersen 2012; Will 1993). As people whose survival 

depends upon their receipt of social services, homeless individuals are frequently evaluated 

based on their worthiness as recipients of this aid (Gowan 2009), and these discourses 

become increasingly salient the longer they depend upon social support. In an interview 

study of residents at a long-term rehabilitative shelter, for example, Meanwell (2013) found 

that shelter residents engage with ideologies of worth by negotiating identities as what she 

terms “service-worthy selves” in order to receive shelter services. By representing their past 

in negative terms and their present lives at the shelter in positive terms, shelter residents in 

her study established current identities that were framed as smarter, more capable, and thus 

more deserving than they had been prior to arriving at the shelter; Meanwell’s interviewees 

indicated to her that they had already improved themselves and would continue to do so. At 

The Haven, the residents I interviewed demonstrated a similar orientation to the one 

Meanwell describes, indexing the neoliberal ideology of self-sufficiency in their depiction of 

themselves as service-worthy individuals based on their need for services and on their 

commitment to self-improvement. However, as I discuss later in this chapter, the situation of 

the residents in my study was complicated by the addition of the Evangelical ideologies 

propagated at The Haven.  

Residents’ negotiation of a position of service-worthiness began as soon as they 

entered The Haven. Upon arrival, all prospective residents were evaluated based on their 

individual need and on their appropriateness for the shelter’s services. As discussed in 

Chapter 2, the first step in this process was to establish that the potential resident did not have 

any disqualifying legal or medical history, and within minutes of an individual’s entrance 



114 

 

into the shelter, a staff member required them to submit an official identification document 

such as a driver’s license to be checked against the national registry of sex offenders and to 

relinquish possession of any medications, drugs, or weapons on their person. By providing 

the required documentation and any prohibited items to the staff, residents demonstrated that 

they were willing to comply with the shelter’s intake policies and that, based on their lack of 

damaging legal history, they were “good” people.  

 As also described in Chapter 2, new residents were additionally required to hand over 

all of their personal belongings in order for the items to be disinfected prior to bringing them 

into the shelter dormitories. Standing in the lobby, they were thus left with nothing except the 

clothes they were currently wearing, and when they retrieved their personal items hours later, 

they were allowed to keep only those items that would fit in a large trash bag; everything else 

was thrown away. Residents’ physical need for the shelter’s assistance was thus starkly clear 

to them: They had next to nothing and nowhere else to go. As Miss Shannon told me in her 

interview, residents at The Haven “don’t want to be here”; rather, they needed to be.  

While some of the new residents at The Haven were dropped off by law enforcement 

officers with court orders requiring them to complete one of the long-term programs in lieu 

of serving time in jail, the majority of residents at The Haven entered the shelter alone, of 

their own accord. Without a court order mandating their presence at the shelter, however, 

prospective residents took it upon themselves to prove that they needed to be there. In the 

following sections, I expand on Meanwell’s (2013) concept of the “service-worthy self,” 

demonstrating how residents at The Haven indexed ideologies of worth propagated by social 

services organizations in their identification of the resources they needed from the shelter and 

in their description of their individual work ethic. 
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Demonstrating a Need for Service 

Nearly all of the residents I interviewed reflected on their initial arrival at The Haven, 

describing the physical and emotional state they had been in when they first walked through 

the door. In their descriptions, residents highlighted their position of need—and not their 

individual responsibility— by identifying specific things that had negatively affected their 

lives and prevented them from becoming self-sufficient.  

 When I interviewed Barb, a newly-screened white Programmer in her fifties who was 

preparing to start the women’s academy that week, she told me that one of the ways The 

Haven had already impacted her life was by helping her fill out the paperwork required to get 

official identification documents. Barb explained that, at the time of our interview, she had 

not had any form of official identification for four years.  

EXAMPLE 4.1  

1 BARB; I haven’t had no i- identification. 

2  Like. 

3  Since two thousand twelve. 

(Barb_080916_23:29-23:34) 

 

Barb’s description of her lack of identification positions her as worthy of the basic services 

provided by The Haven. “Since two thousand twelve” (line 3), Barb has lived without an 

identification card, something that has prevented her from procuring housing and obtaining a 

job. At another point in the interview, she told me that for over four years she had been living 

on the streets and illegally in a car, and that without The Haven’s help she would still be 

there. Through her reference to a single significant factor that has limited her ability to be 

self-sufficient, Barb thus positions herself as someone who is desperately in need of the 

shelter’s aid.  
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 Lane, a middle-aged white woman who had been at The Haven for four months and 

had just completed the women’s academy program at the time of the interview, described her 

need for the shelter’s services on a variety of levels. Stating that she had come to The Haven 

after she had been left with nowhere to live, she also explained that she was on government-

supported disability pay because she had retreated from “the world” after her son’s accidental 

drowning fifteen years earlier.  

EXAMPLE 4.2  

1 LANE; So, 

2  I was left .. with no place.  

3  So I needed to be back here.= 

4  =Cause I was in Abilene, 

5  So I came back here. 

6  And. 

7  I needed ^time to .. settle,  

8  And— 

9 HANNAH; Mhm. 

10 LANE; Uh:, 

11  I get a disability check, 

12  Because— 

13  Um, 

14  I: just don’t— 

15  Do anything with the world.  

16  I mean— 

17  After my son had his accident, 

18  I just kind_of— 

19  Went insi:de,  

20  And shut the door, 

21  And I haven’t had anything to do with the world.  

22 HANNAH; Right. 

23 LANE; So.  

24   Um.  

25  I had to come here, 

26  to ^get .. my apartment back.  

27  To get my section eight back.  

28  <P>I_needed_a_place_to_live,= 

29  =And it_was going_to take ^time.</> 



117 

 

(Lane_080916_3:30-4:05) 

 

In Example 4.2, Lane positions herself as someone in need of shelter services by explicitly 

referencing both her homelessness and her government-recognized disability. Throughout 

this excerpt, she highlights the fact that her homelessness was not the result of her own 

actions. Addressing the most basic reason for coming to a homeless shelter first, she explains 

that she “was left .. with no place” (line 2)—in this case, when her roommates chose to take 

in foster children and needed the bedroom she had been renting from them. As if her 

homelessness were not sufficient to evince a position of need, however, Lane additionally 

identifies herself as disabled (line 11), having suffered the emotional trauma of her young 

son’s accidental drowning fifteen years earlier. As she explains, after her son’s death she had 

removed herself from the world (I just kind_of—Went insi:de, And shut the door, lines 18-

20); when she lost her home, she thus needed both financial and emotional help to get back 

on her feet. Finally, Lane concludes by repeating, this time explicitly, that she “had to come 

here” (line 25) in order to recover her apartment and government housing support (to ^get .. 

my apartment back. To get my section eight back, lines 26-27). She “needed_a_place_to_ 

live” (line 28) and needed to stay at a shelter while she worked on obtaining permanent 

housing and thereby self-sufficiency.4  

 In their depictions of their lives immediately prior to coming to The Haven, Barb, 

Lane, and other residents I interviewed thus discursively positioned themselves as individuals 

who had no option other than to seek help from a homeless shelter due to external factors that 

had negatively impacted their lives. Barb’s lack of essential legal identification for four years 

                                                 
4 Section 8 of the Housing Act of 1937 allows the government to subsidize rental housing for 

low-income households (US Department of Housing and Urban Development 2017).  
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and Lane’s emotional trauma and subsequent fifteen-year isolation from the world provided 

further proof of their need for shelter services, because they were unable to overcome those 

obstacles on their own.  

Interestingly, the male and female residents I interviewed conveyed divergent 

perspectives on their lives prior to coming to The Haven; as noted in Chapter 2, residents 

participated in different programs by gender and may thus have received varied guidance 

from the shelter staff. While their differing perspectives are not a focus of this analysis, they 

are addressed briefly in the following section because they complicate residents’ self-

representation as worthy of the shelter’s services.  

Gender as a Factor in Identifying the Cause of Need  

By the time I had conducted only a few interviews each with male and female residents at 

The Haven, I realized that the two groups of residents had disparate perspectives on their 

personal histories and consequently on the causes of their homelessness. Both perspectives, 

however, were relevant to their position as service-worthy individuals: While the male 

residents I interviewed traced their position of need all the way back to their early childhood, 

the female residents identified their teen or young adult years as the point at which their need 

developed. Additionally, while male residents limited their self-blame by depicting external 

factors as the catalysts that led to their homelessness, female residents identified themselves 

as a primary cause of their homelessness—and thus of their present position of need. 

Examples 4.3 and 4.4 provide brief illustrations of these different perspectives on residents’ 

backgrounds and their current need. 

 Alex, a white Programmer in her late forties, was quick to identify herself as the 

cause of her own problems. When I asked her what had led to her drug addiction, she 
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immediately responded that it was her own choices, and not her family, that had led her to 

use drugs.  

EXAMPLE 4.3  

1 HANNAH; The drug addiction— 

2  You said it started thirty years ago,=  

3 ALEX; =At thirteen years old.  

4 HANNAH; <P>Thirteen.</> 

5  So what— 

6  What led to that.= 

7  =Was that ^peers?, 

8 ALEX; No, 

9  I had .. wonderful parents.  

10  (H) 

11   I just— 

12  Um. 

13  Chose to ^hang out with the ꞌwrong ꞌcrowd.  

14 At ꞌthirteen I was hanging out with- with ꞌpeople that was like ^seniors, 

15  and stuff like tha:t. 

16  An— 

17  I jus— 

18  And I was very popular.  

19  ^All through school I was very popular:, 

20  an— 

21  I don’t know, 

22  I just ^chose .. the druggies.  

23  @ 

24 HANNAH; Yeah. 

25 ALEX; But it wasn’t from. 

26  where I come from, 

27  because I had a ^wonderful family.  

(Alex_041116_6:36-7:09) 

 

In Example 4.3, Alex repeatedly contrasts her own bad choices (I just—Um. Chose to hang 

out with the ꞌwrong ꞌcrowd, lines 11-13; I just ^chose .. the druggies, line 22) with her 

“wonderful” parents and family (lines 9, 27). Her assessment that her drug use “wasn’t from. 

where I come from” (lines 25-26) and that instead it was the result of her own choices 
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supports previous research that shows homeless individuals tend to blame themselves for 

their homelessness (Lyon-Callo 2000). 

In contrast, Kyle, an African American Programmer who was also in his forties, 

identified his childhood as the cause of his homelessness. In Example 4.4, he discursively 

positions himself as a sufferer, dealing with “issues of unacceptance and abandonment” that 

date back to external factors in his childhood.  

EXAMPLE 4.4  

1 KYLE;  I suffer from ^issues of unacceptance and abandonment.  

2  So um, 

3  (H) 

4  I was also ^rai:sed by a:, 

5  um 

((6:23-6:30; interrupted by a female staff member entering and exiting the room)) 

6  So anyway,= 

7  =I was raised by a: crack addict mother. 

8  So um, 

9  (H) 

10  I wasn’t really taught respon- uh: responsibility. 

11  I ^knew how to be responsible: for certain things, 

12  but not really how to .. ^live. 

(Kyle_062816_6:13-6:42) 

 

Alex and Kyle’s respective blaming of themselves or their families are just two of the many 

instances in which the male and female residents I interviewed diverged in their explanations 

of their current need; all male and female residents did. However, like both Alex and Kyle, 

male and female residents alike were quick to identify the beginning of their need, isolating 

specific incidents or decisions that, many years ago, had started them on a path towards their 

addictions and eventual homelessness. The details they provided about traumas they had 

experienced, as well as the duration of those hardships, strengthened their position as service-
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worthy shelter residents; regardless of the initial cause of their homelessness, they had each 

suffered and were in need of the assistance that the shelter offered.  

 In addition to depicting their longstanding need for services, The Haven’s residents 

positioned themselves as service-worthy individuals by demonstrating their commitment to 

becoming self-sufficient financially. Significantly, most residents conveyed an immediate 

plan of beginning that process while they were still at The Haven, rather than waiting until 

they were required to leave the shelter. In the following section, I discuss the ways in which 

residents demonstrated this commitment to neoliberal self-improvement.  

Demonstrating a Commitment to Individual Improvement 

In their interviews with me, The Haven’s residents furthered their self-identification as 

service-worthy selves in their descriptions of their current role at the shelter. Although they 

had come to The Haven to meet basic needs of food and lodging as well as to acquire needed 

legal and emotional support, in their talk about their present, “sheltered” lives (cf. Annual 

Homeless Assessment Report 2016), residents conveyed a self-identity that was neither 

limited by nor complacent towards their position of need. To demonstrate their continued 

worthiness as recipients of The Haven’s services, residents expressed their appreciation of 

the services they received and their commitment to taking advantage of the resources they 

were provided. In line with Meanwell’s (2013) research on homeless shelters, the residents at 

The Haven discursively constructed present selves that were smarter, more capable, and 

making better choices than their past selves.  

 Most often, residents demonstrated their commitment to making the most of The 

Haven’s services by explicitly identifying what they were going to do during their time at the 

shelter. In Example 4.2 above, Lane specified that she was at The Haven to get her apartment 
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and her Section 8 housing support back, reiterating that those were her primary goals. 

Similarly, in Example 3.15b from Chapter 3, which is reproduced below as Example 4.5, 

Brian identifies his immediate goals of going back to school and of using the resources at 

The Haven to become financially stable. Importantly for his depiction of his service-worthy 

self, he specifies that he plans to accomplish those goals while he is at the shelter.  

EXAMPLE 4.5  

1 BRIAN; I do plan on .. getting back into school, 

2  while I’m here. 

3  and just really using this opportunity to- to better myself for my  

^future. 

4  ꞌand my ^family. 

5  So I want_to— 

6  You know,  

7  take advantage of it.  

8  and uh, 

9  do what I can do: .. f:or the .. better. 

(Brian_062916_11:30-11:48) 

 

In Example 4.5, Brian states that he plans “on getting back into school” (line 1) and “really 

using this opportunity to better myself” (line 3) during his time at The Haven (while I’m 

here, line 2). The combination of his focus on the present, his specific plans of going back to 

school, and his stated appreciation of The Haven’s services (this opportunity, line 3; take 

advantage of it, line 7) positions him as a service-worthy individual: Regardless of his 

reasons for needing a homeless shelter, he is not going to let his past dictate his present 

success. Indeed, rather than passively accept the food and lodging offered by The Haven, 

Brian states that he is going to make the most of the opportunities he is provided. Like Lane, 

Brian indicates that he has a plan to become self-sufficient again—for his future and his 

family (lines 3-4). 



123 

 

 Occasionally, residents at The Haven positioned themselves as service-worthy by 

contrasting their own commitment to utilizing the shelter’s services to improve their lives 

with other residents’ inaction. In Example 4.6, Josh, a fifty-year-old white Client who had 

been at The Haven for one week at the time of our interview, depicts other residents as lazy 

and unappreciative of The Haven’s services, contrasting their behavior with his own strong 

work ethic and thus indexing his own neoliberal self-marketability.  

EXAMPLE 4.6  

1 JOSH;  Everybody ought to pull his own ^weight,  

2  you know_what I mean?  

3 HANNAH; Yeah.  

4 JOSH; That’s why I ask them around here on a regular basis,  

5  what can I do to help.  

6  I mean— 

7  f- floo— 

8  I’ve mopped floors, 

9  I’ve swept.  

10  You know.  

11 HANNAH; Mhm. 

12 JOSH; Uh: 

13  (2.0) 

14  I don’t mind doing a little work for my supper.  

15  (4.0) 

16  A lot_of these people round here ^say they’re ꞌlooking for work. 

17  but. 

18  somebody_will come up ^needing somebody to go to work, 

19  and they like— 

20   (2.0) 

21  First thing they ask is how much you going_to get pai:d, 

22  and doing— 

23  what is it doing.  

24  … 

25 HANNAH; Rather tha[n]— 

26 JOSH;           [F:uck] that. 

27  Get in the [2truck stupid]. 

28 HANNAH;                  [2Being excite]d [3that] they [4got a] ^job [5for the day].  

29 JOSH;            [3Yeah]     [4Yeah.]    
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30                   [5Get your] ^ass in 

the truck,  

31  And go to work. 

32  Who cares what it is. 

33 HANNAH; Y[eah]. 

34 JOSH;    [You] know.  

35  Just go get_her done. 

36 HANNAH; Mhm.= 

37 JOSH; =Make some money.  

(Josh_062916_27:20-28:02) 

 

In this excerpt, which took place at the end of our interview, Josh begins by stating his 

conviction—additionally mandated by the shelter’s official policy—that every resident at 

The Haven should contribute to the shelter’s operation (Everybody ought to pull his own 

^weight, line 1). He then immediately sets himself up as someone who does “pull his own 

^weight” (line 1), saying that he asks the staff “on a regular basis” (line 4) what he can “do to 

help” (line 5). Josh’s subsequent description of the things he has done to help out at The 

Haven (I’ve mopped floors, I’ve swept, lines 8-9) furthers his position as a service-worthy 

individual: As he says, he does not “mind doing a little work for my supper” (line 14), and 

his use of specific examples indicates that he has indeed done that work already. Josh has 

taken the initiative to “pull his own ^weight” (line 1), thereby earning the services he has 

received at The Haven.  

 After a brief pause (line 15), Josh presents a different picture of residents at The 

Haven. In contrast to his own actions, he comments that “A lot_of these people round here 

^say they’re ꞌlooking for work” (line 16) but then question the day labor they are offered 

(First thing they ask is how much you going_to get pai:d, and doing—what is it doing, lines 

21-23). In a rare occurrence in my data, he then uses profanity to dismiss these other 

residents’ hesitancy to work (F:uck that, line 26) and admonishes them to accept the work 
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they are offered when community members drive up to pick up day laborers (get in the truck 

stupid, line 27; go to work, line 31; make some money, line 37). His remark that the shelter 

residents should not turn down any opportunity to work (Who cares what it is, line 32) 

simultaneously positions him as willing to work to get back on his feet and as more 

committed to self-improvement than at least some of the other residents. In this way, he 

indexes widespread societal ideologies of the deserving and undeserving poor (e.g., Gowan 

2009; Will 1993).  

 Josh’s comparison of himself and the other residents and the resulting positive 

representation of his own character aligns with previous findings regarding homeless shelter 

residents’ interpersonal comparisons in order to demonstrate their self-worth. In one well-

cited study of a homeless shelter, Boydell et al. (2000) identify what they called an "identity 

hierarchy" in which shelter residents distinguished between their present selves and the other 

residents at the shelter. Just as Josh did in his interview, the participants in the study by 

Boydell and her colleagues discursively positioned their present selves as “better than” 

(2000:32) the other shelter residents, who were characterized as lazy or unmotivated. My 

analysis of this phenomenon differs from the previous study, however, in that the authors 

concluded that this “identity hierarchy” was a “coping mechanism” through which shelter 

residents managed their individual feelings of being devalued within society (2000:34). In 

my data, I have not found any evidence that these interpersonal comparisons were a form of 

coping mechanism. I instead suggest that these comparisons are more closely linked to 

Meanwell’s (2013) concept of the service-worthy self and to prevalent neoliberal ideologies 

of self-sufficiency and self-marketability, with residents employing these comparisons in 

their discursive construction of their own service-worthy image.  
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 While The Haven’s residents thus positioned themselves as service-worthy 

individuals, the shelter staff also encouraged them to do so. In the following section, I 

address the expectations of The Haven’s staff with regard to residents’ demonstrated 

progression towards self-sufficiency.  

Expectations of Action at The Haven  

Residents’ emphasis on the specific tasks they planned to complete in order to become self-

sufficient was due, in part, to the institutional structure of The Haven. While the shelter staff 

immediately required residents to demonstrate their need for the shelter’s services in the 

intake process, in the following days the staff additionally required them to prove that they 

were committed to becoming financially stable and to making the most of the provided 

services by developing a Plan of Action. When I interviewed Miss Shannon, she explained 

the reasoning behind The Haven’s intense Client probationary period, saying that the staff 

knew residents did not want to be at a homeless shelter and so they worked with Clients to 

put them on a path to financial self-sufficiency immediately after their arrival.  

EXAMPLE 4.7  

1 SHANN; We- we ^understand when they’re coming in that door, 

2  that it’s ^scary to be here.  

3  (H) 

4  And they don’t ^want to be here.  

5  They don’t want to be homeless.  

6  They ^don’t! 

7  And so— 

8  And we understand that.  

9  That’s why we— 

10  you know, 

11  get_them on that .. plan of ^action, 

12 HANNAH; Mhm. 

13 SHANN; A case worker will— 

14  you know— 
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15  takes_them in, 

16  And then they s— 

17  They get on a plan of action and say. 

18  “This is what I expect of you. 

19  By this time, 

20  I need you to have applied for housing. 

21  By this time, 

22  I need you to have ^applied for ꞌfive jobs. 

23  Duh duh duh duh duh.” 

24  I mean, 

25  They get_them .. ^go:ing.  

(Miss Shannon_080916_13:02-13:34) 

 

In Example 4.7, Miss Shannon describes the expectations the staff have for new residents. 

Understanding that residents do not want to be at The Haven and that they do not “want to be 

homeless” (they don’t ^want to be here. They don’t want to be homeless, lines 4-5), the staff 

“get_them on that .. plan of ^action” (line 11) and outline their expectations, with specific 

tasks and deadlines for the residents to meet (“By this time, I need you to have applied for 

housing. By this time, I need you to have ^applied for ꞌfive jobs,” lines 19-22).  

 Miss Shannon’s emphasis on the actions residents must take (plan of ^action, line 11; 

^applied for ꞌfive jobs, line 22) and her summary statement that the case workers “get_them 

^go:ing” (line 25) highlight the agentive aspect of residents’ roles at The Haven. As Miss 

Shannon makes clear, the shelter staff expect residents to be working continuously to become 

self-sufficient so that they do not become homeless again. Thus while the shelter residents 

discursively positioned themselves as dedicated individuals committed to bettering 

themselves during their time at The Haven, the shelter staff required those residents to 

demonstrate that commitment with actions.  

Through their discursive representation of residents’ need and of their active 

involvement in improving their lives, The Haven’s residents and staff co-constructed 
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residents’ identities as service-worthy individuals. As demonstrated in the preceding 

chapters, however, The Haven was governed by Evangelical ideologies as well as neoliberal 

ones, and in their negotiations of their worthiness for shelter services residents had to align 

with Evangelical ideologies of spiritual transformation at the same time that they had to 

demonstrate their pursuit of the neoliberal goal of self-sufficiency. As the following analysis 

shows, residents at The Haven engaged with Evangelical ideologies of worth by 

demonstrating—in opposition to their stated accomplishments—that they had transcended 

the worldly needs of their past, homeless lives.  

The Salvation-Worthy Evangelical 

In much the same way that The Haven’s intake process and probationary Plan of Action 

mandated resident demonstrations of service-worthiness in accordance with neoliberal 

ideology, the shelter’s subsequent Programmer screening process also required residents to 

show that they were worthy, although this time their worth was gauged in Evangelical terms. 

As a result, while residents at The Haven were homeless and in need of rehabilitative 

services throughout their time at the shelter, they were encouraged to shift their focus away 

from these needs when they prepared to screen into one of the long-term programs. At that 

point, residents focused on demonstrating that they were aligned with The Haven’s 

Evangelical ideologies of rebirth and transcendence.  

 In Evangelical ideology, the moment an individual is born again, they are completely 

transformed, leaving behind the trivial, “worldly” foci of their non-Christian past and 

beginning a new life that is independent of any suffering or sin they may have experienced 

before their conversion (Harding 2000). As a born-again Christian, the individual’s personal 

relationship with God creates a barrier between their past and present, whereby their present, 
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Christian life remains untainted by the needs and wants of their past. At The Haven, residents 

were encouraged to engage with these Evangelical ideologies from their first day as Clients. 

Of particular import in this discussion, residents were expected to demonstrate spiritual 

growth during their time at the shelter, a crucial step if they wanted to maintain access to 

services and to receive the financial and legal support of the shelter when they graduated 

from the long-term programs. The shelter’s expectations regarding residents’ conversion are 

discussed in depth in Chapter 5. Here I focus on the ways in which residents at The Haven 

positioned themselves as transformed Christians, worthy of their newfound membership in 

the broader Evangelical community and hence of their continued access to the shelter as a 

form of Christian fellowship.   

In my interview data, residents at The Haven discursively demonstrated that they had 

been transformed in accordance with Evangelical ideology by reframing their pre-Christian 

selves as naïve, rejecting “worldliness,” and describing their new Christian selves as so 

transformed that they were unfamiliar even to themselves. In the following sections, I 

address each of these strategies of portraying what I call a salvation-worthy self, transformed 

by one’s relationship with God and prepared for a new, Christian life.  

Evaluating the Past from the Born-Again Perspective 

In accordance with documented discursive patterns in Evangelical communities (Balmer 

2014[1989]), the residents I interviewed often talked about their past, pre-Christian lives in 

terms of Christian morality and enlightenment—that is, as born-again Christians heeding 

God’s Word, they now had a far better understanding of their past choices and actions. In the 

context of The Haven, this spiritual rebirth prompted a reevaluation of the events and 

decisions that had led to the individual resident’s homelessness. In their discussions of their 
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past, residents engaged with the Evangelical ideologies of spiritual transformation and 

transcendence, reframing their past decisions and understanding of life as naïve.  

 In my interview with Scott, a Programmer introduced in Chapter 3, he reframed some 

of the hardest parts of his life as beneficial because they had led him to Christianity. In the 

beginning of Example 4.8, Scott states that he did not have this broader perspective six 

months ago—that is, before he came to The Haven and was born again.  

EXAMPLE 4.8  

1 SCOTT; Six months ago:, 

2  I wouldn’t have said this. 

3  But. 

4  ^today: I- I’ll tell you that. 

5  ^me having ꞌcancer:, 

6  and becoming homeless. 

7  Probably two of the best things that have ever happened to me. 

8  as far as what they’ve done for my relationship with the Lord.  

(Scott_062916_10:42-10:56) 

 

In this excerpt, Scott explicitly reframes his past experiences from his new, Christian 

perspective. Emphatically contrasting his view “six months ago:” (line 1) with “^today” (line 

4), Scott indicates that his views at those two temporal points are vastly different. His 

subsequent elaboration on this distinction, which reframes two of the hardest experiences of 

his life (having ꞌcancer:, and becoming homeless, lines 5-6) as “two of the best things that 

have ever happened” to him (line 7), implies that his prior understanding of these experiences 

was inaccurate. Furthermore, Scott’s prioritization of his relationship with God (line 8) 

solidifies his position as a salvation-worthy individual. As a born-again Evangelical, he 

reframes the traumatic events of his past as blessings because they led him to God (as far as 

what they’ve done for my relationship with the Lord, line 8) and implies that the benefit of 

his relationship with God far outweighs the trauma he experienced in the past.  



131 

 

 When I interviewed Brian, another new Programmer introduced in Chapter 3, he 

characterized his past actions as un-Christian and naïve, reframing them in light of his born-

again understanding. In Example 4.9, Brian relays his decision to get baptized, highlighting 

his pre-Christian lack of knowledge about the possibility of a different—that is, Christian—

lifestyle.  

EXAMPLE 4.9  

1  BRIAN;  Well ^I was doing a lot of bad- bad evil wicked things, 

2  and I just uh— 

3  I just remember one day:, 

4  saying_uh,  

5  <P> “I need to get baptized, 

6  I need to get baptized.”</> 

7  in the midst of doing everything that I shouldn’t_have been doing.  

8  Which I had no recollection of even. 

9  that there was another lifestyle to live.  

10  Being clean, 

11  being sober,  

12  uh:,  

13  Being a Christian.  

14  I had no knowledge of .. the whole— 

15  ꞌseparate ^lifestyle:.  

(Brian_062916_5:09-5:35)  

 

Here, Brian reframes his pre-Christian self as unaware of the possibilities that a Christian life 

holds. In his pre-Christian past, he “had no recollection of even. that there was another 

lifestyle to live” (lines 8-9), “no knowledge of .. the whole—ꞌseparate ^lifestyle:” (lines 14-

15) that Christianity provided. Brian thus portrays his past decisions as naïve, rather than as 

intentionally harmful to himself; he did not “even” (line 8) know that he had the option of 

living a different way. 

Brian’s evaluative description of his past actions as “bad evil wicked things” (line 1) 

furthers the reframing of his past according to Christian ideologies of good and evil (Fedler 
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2006). When, later in the excerpt, he characterizes his past actions as “everything that I 

shouldn’t_have been doing” (line 7), he again evaluates his past actions as morally wrong, 

rather than simply as causing self-harm. He thus engages with Christian ideologies of ethics 

throughout his discussion of his past.  

Finally, Brian’s emphatic stress on “ꞌseparate” and “^lifestyle” (line 15) highlights 

the distinction he sees between his two lives. Through his portrayal of his past as well as his 

comparison of his past and present lives, he reveals that he views “Being a Christian” (line 

13) as a “lifestyle” (lines 9, 15), a way of living that dictates all of his choices and actions. In 

this way, Brian demonstrates his alignment with the Evangelical ideology of rebirth and 

therefore his worth as an Evangelical convert: He indicates that his new life has nothing to do 

with his prior self and that his Christian lifestyle is preferable to his pre-Christian one.  

Similarly, when I interviewed Barb, the Programmer who appears in Example 4.1 

above, she demonstrated that she was a salvation-worthy Evangelical by explicitly 

contrasting her pre-Christian life with her present understanding. In Example 4.10, Barb 

explains that her life was more difficult before, when she was living “without Jesus.”  

EXAMPLE 4.10  

1 BARB; <crying>Life without Jesus .. is hard. 

2  @@@</> 

3 HANNAH; Mhm. 

4 BARB; <crying>And— 

5  That— 

6  Well. 

7  <P> Just .. speaking for me but.</P> 

8  (H) (Hx) 

9  That got me in .. way worse places.</crying> 

(Barb_080916_30:13-30:40) 

 

In Example 4.10, Barb positions herself as a salvation-worthy individual by acknowledging a 

key point in Evangelical ideology: that life is better with Jesus in it. Here, she immediately 
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expresses this sentiment, stating explicitly that “Life without Jesus .. is hard” (line 1), then 

furthers this stance when she evaluates her pre-Christian life as “worse” than her life with 

Jesus (Life without Jesus, line 1; got me in .. way worse places, line 9).  

Barb also engages with the Evangelical ideology that prioritizes an individual’s 

personal relationship with God. Stepping back from her initial generalization that “Life 

without Jesus .. is hard” (line 1), Barb comments that, at least for her, this statement holds 

true (Just .. speaking for me but, line 7). By bringing the focus back onto herself and saying 

that Jesus has made a difference in her own life, specifically, Barb demonstrates her personal 

connection to this Evangelical ideology. Her statement that her life has improved now that 

she has a personal relationship with Jesus positions her as a salvation-worthy individual who 

recognizes that she has been transformed through Jesus and that her life will only get better 

from this point forward. 

Barb’s representation of her past life as “worse” (line 9) as a result of not having 

Jesus in it suggests the same pre-Christian lack of knowledge that Scott and Brian described 

in Examples 4.8 and 4.9 above. Just as Scott’s pre-Christian understanding led him to 

evaluate events in his life differently and Brian’s lack of knowledge about the Christian 

“lifestyle” left him to pursue habits that were “evil,” living without Jesus resulted in Barb 

ending up in “way worse places” (line 9). Each of these residents thus discursively positioned 

themselves as newly enlightened selves, finally able to understand their pasts and, from their 

Christian perspective, to recognize that was what missing was their relationship with God. 

Once they had created that relationship—that is, once they had life “with Jesus,” in Jules’ 

term—they experienced the “separate lifestyle” that Brian described.  
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 In the following section, I present another way in which the residents at The Haven 

demonstrated their affiliation with the Evangelical ideologies propagated at the shelter and, 

thus, their worth as newly converted Evangelicals. In line with Evangelical ideologies of 

transcendence, residents eschewed the secular “worldliness” that had encumbered them in 

their pre-Christian lives in favor of the contentment that resulted from their newfound 

relationships with God. 

Rejecting Worldly Possessions 

Besides framing themselves as newly enlightened, a second way in which The Haven’s 

residents demonstrated that they were transformed by God and were therefore salvation-

worthy was through their rejection of personal belongings. On one level, this rejection was 

promulgated by the shelter’s official policies regarding residents’ possessions, which were 

strictly enforced by the shelter staff. In addition to forcing residents to reduce their 

possessions to no more than they could fit in a single trash bag, the staff limited what 

residents could add to their belongings once they were at the shelter. With respect to 

clothing, for example, residents were allowed to keep only two outfits and one set of 

pajamas; if a resident needed or wanted a new pair of pants or a new shirt, they had to 

exchange a similar piece of clothing for the new item. As Miss Shannon explained to me, the 

staff believed that the residents simply did not “need” more clothes than that.  

 In my interviews with residents, they furthered this rejection of material belongings, 

aligning instead with the Evangelical ideology of transcendence—the belief that, once born 

again, an individual will no longer be drawn to the trivialities of their past life (Balmer 

2014[1989]; Harding 2000). In lieu of personal belongings, the reborn individual has a 

relationship with God, which far outweighs the value of their prior possessions. In Example 
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4.11, Barb engages with this ideology of transcendence, explaining that because she is never 

going back to her past life, she no longer needs the belongings she used to work so hard to 

keep. As a born-again Christian, she no longer wants them. 

EXAMPLE 4.11  

1 HANNAH; Has your time here, 

2  already:, 

3  changed how you feel about yourself? 

4 BARB; Well ^su:re! 

5  (2.0) 

6  <P>Yeah. 

7  (Hx) 

8  Yeah.</> 

9  … 

10  ’Cause I sure don’t want_to be— 

11  I will never be back to where ^I was, 

12  You know. 

13  (H)   

14  And so, 

15  (H) 

16  Those three ^storages that I was ꞌpaying for— 

17  Breaking my back to pay for?= 

18  =Forget_them. 

19  They can have_them. 

20  @ 

21  (H) 

22  I’m not- not going back. 

(Barb_080916_26:14-26:43) 

 

In Example 4.11, Barb responds to my question of whether her time at The Haven has 

changed how she feels about herself by positioning herself as a transformed individual who 

has left the desires of her previous life behind. She immediately confirms that her time at the 

shelter has altered her perspective on herself (Well ^sure!, line 4), and then identifies her 

change as permanent, saying that she “will never be back to where” she was before (line 11; 

I’m not- not going back, line 22). While she initially presents the possibility of her “going 
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back” to her past life as tied to her own desire (’Cause I sure don’t want to be—line 10), her 

truncation and subsequent rephrasing of her utterance (I will never be back to where ^I was, 

line 11) reframe her statement, asserting that returning to her past life is an impossibility; it 

“will never” happen. In this way, Barb positions herself as so completely transformed that 

she cannot return to her pre-Christian life.  

 Having established herself as a transformed individual, Barb provides evidence of her 

transformation in her discussion of the material items she used to own. Referencing the 

“three ^storages that I was ꞌpaying for” (line 16), Barb says that she can now “Forget_them” 

(line 18) and leave them, presumably, to the facility owner (They can have_them, line 19). 

Her emphasis on the triviality of the pre-Christian foci of her life (^storages, ꞌpaying for, line 

16; Breaking my back to pay for? line 17) as well as her subsequent laughter (line 20) further 

her dismissive stance towards her prior belongings. Now, as a Christian, Barb has new, 

Evangelically aligned priorities, which reinforce her position as a salvation-worthy 

individual.  

 Barb’s seeming disdain for her past priorities is closely linked to another way in 

which The Haven’s residents displayed their salvation-worthy identities. In the following 

section, I present excerpts in which residents discursively characterized themselves as so 

transformed that they could not recognize their new, Christian selves.   

Demonstrating a Total Transformation 

The most dramatic way in which The Haven’s residents positioned themselves as salvation-

worthy individuals was through their description of themselves as completely transformed by 

their relationship with God. While residents differed in their representations of their 

individual transformation, they all conveyed that their relationship with God had created a 
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new identity for them and that they now had to become acquainted with their new selves. 

Ellie, who is described in the vignette that opens this chapter and is also one of the 

Programmers featured in Chapter 3, told me that God already knew her because He made 

her, but that she did not know herself. And Anne, a white Programmer in her early forties, 

told me that she loved hearing others’ testimonies in chapel and Bible study because those 

speakers had gone “from being down here” (gesturing downwards) to “changing. I—totally 

blossoming. It’s like a caterpillar going into a butterfly.” Transformed by their personal 

relationships with God, Programmers were unrecognizable. They had become new people.  

 In our interview, Brian was enthusiastic in his description of his new identity. In 

Example 4.12, which occurred near the beginning of the interview, Brian explains in 

Evangelical terms (cf. Harding 1987) how God has changed his heart and how, as a result of 

his relationship with God, he is a different person now.  

EXAMPLE 4.12  

1 BRIAN; And I’ll tell you— 

2  Um:. 

3  I_don’t_know, 

4  God is ^so ꞌgood.  

5  God is so: good.= 

6  =I can’t tell you how good God is,= 

7  =and how He’s ^changed ‘me.  

8  And He ^changed— 

9  Like— 

10  He ꞌchanges your ^heart.  

11  I mean, 

12  ꞌI’m a ꞌdifferent ^perꞌson:.    ((slow, rhythmic)) 

13  There’s days where I have to— 

14  I have to— 

15  ꞌintroduce ^myself to ꞌme:, 

16  and I’m my— 

17  I ꞌam ^me:!      ((slow, rhythmic)) 

18  @You @know @what @I @mean?  

19  @@  
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20 HANNAH; Yeah. 

21 BRIAN; So I have those ^days, 

22  and I’m like— 

23  It’s just ^Go:d. 

(Brian_062916_7:15-7:39) 

 

Engaging with the Evangelical ideology of individual regeneration through God, Brian 

describes himself as completely transformed, to the extent that he has to “introduce” himself 

to himself (I have to— ꞌintroduce ^myself to ꞌme:, lines 14-15). Brian’s use of introduce—

rather than reintroduce, for instance—furthers his position as inhabiting a brand-new 

identity: He does not merely have to reacquaint himself with suppressed parts of his identity, 

but rather he has to get to know a completely different person. Brian thus discursively 

positions himself as the quintessential salvation-worthy individual whose faith has 

transformed him.  

 Similarly, through their descriptions of their personal transformation and the 

reevaluation of their past decisions and desires, residents at The Haven positioned themselves 

as salvation-worthy individuals deserving of participation in the Evangelical community of 

the shelter. Their active engagement with the Evangelical ideologies of spiritual rebirth and 

transcendence demonstrated their attendance to the lessons and values advocated by the 

shelter staff, thereby putting them in a position both to enter the shelter’s long-term, faith-

based programs and to complete those programs successfully. By discursively demonstrating 

that they were transformed through their personal relationships with God, residents indicated 

that they were ready for the next phase of the shelter’s spiritual rehabilitation process.  

 While residents’ engagement with these Evangelical ideologies thus positioned them 

as deserving of the continued support of the shelter, it also had a significant impact on their 

sense of self-worth as individuals. In the following, final section, I discuss residents’ 
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descriptions of their altered sense of self-worth. I demonstrate, however, that the interaction 

of the competing ideologies of worth at The Haven complicates this discussion in that they 

were at odds in their valuation of residents’ worth.  

Faith-Based Self-Worth and Value to Others  

While residents’ demonstrated action towards self-sufficiency assisted in their construction 

of their service-worthy identity, they often indicated that it was through their engagement 

with the Evangelical ideologies at The Haven that their perception of their own self-worth 

changed. In their interviews, residents frequently attributed their improved sense of self-

worth to their new relationship with God: Brian (as well as other interviewees) told me that 

he had “a sense of peace” he had never before experienced, Ellie said, “In His arms, I am 

something,” and Jess, a white Programmer in her early twenties who was at The Haven to 

overcome her drug addiction in order to regain custody of her children, said that, through 

God, she was “a better person,” “a different person,” and that she no longer thought she was 

worthless. Through their faith, these residents’ perspective on their lives and their 

homelessness had changed. 

A key aspect of residents’ improved sense of self-worth was that they had been 

forgiven by God for their past transgressions. Evangelicalism promises God’s forgiveness to 

anyone who repents of their sins and accepts Jesus into their heart (Balmer 2014[1989]), and 

unlike residents’ family and friends or The Haven’s staff, God alone had the authority and 

power to forgive them. To The Haven’s residents, this forgiveness meant that they could 

truly start over, unencumbered by their past mistakes. Chad, a Programmer introduced in the 

preceding chapter, remarked that he did not feel “as much guilt anymore…about being 

homeless.” According to Evangelical ideology, his homeless past no longer mattered.   
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 Residents at The Haven thus indicated that their newfound relationships with God 

had, in effect, erased their pre-Christian lives from their valuation as individuals. However, 

while their depictions of their improved sense of self-worth as well as Evangelical ideologies 

of rebirth and transcendence supported their conviction that their past no longer mattered, the 

day-to-day interactions between residents at The Haven suggested that residents took the past 

into account more than they acknowledged. In residents’ talk about their fellow residents, 

The Haven’s official division of Clients and Programmers was separated even further based 

on the added dimension of what each Programmer had overcome: According to the shelter’s 

residents, individuals who had overcome addictions were valued above those who did not 

have any addictions to conquer, and while all residents could be transformed by their 

relationships with God, the greater the transformation, the more it was valued by the shelter 

community.  

This inclusion of the past in valuations of worth was also apparent in residents’ talk 

about the shelter staff. Nearly all of the residents I interviewed commented that staff 

members were valuable to them only if they themselves had been homeless or addicts—or 

ideally both. To these residents, the value of prior-homeless staff lay in their total 

transformation from homeless drug addicts to case workers at a respected shelter. As 

discussed in Chapter 3, residents’ emphasis on the past affected my own rapport with them as 

well: As someone who had no personal experience with homelessness or addiction, I had no 

intrinsic value to them in their journey out of homelessness.  

Of the sixteen residents who participated in interviews with me, only Lane, Anne, and 

Jade commented that the specific challenges a person had overcome did not impact their 

individual worth. To these three residents, residents and staff who had overcome addictions 
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were not any more valuable than anyone else at The Haven; everyone at the shelter was equal 

because every individual had some hardship they were dealing with, some obstacle they had 

faced. Significantly, however, the three residents who said that there was no value hierarchy 

based on residents’ personal histories also described situations in which they had been treated 

poorly by other residents and prior-homeless staff because of the differences in their own 

past experiences. Lane, the woman who had withdrawn from society after her son’s death, 

told me that previously homeless staff members at The Haven did not acknowledge her 

presence when they encountered her outside of the shelter, and Anne, a white Programmer in 

her early forties who had no personal history of addiction, commented that a prior-addict 

resident had accused her of having “a perfect life”—a remark that is analyzed in detail in 

Example 4.14 below. 

Jade, an African American resident in her twenties who had never been an addict and 

became homeless when a shared housing situation fell through, explained to me in our 

interview that the residents who had overcome addictions acted as though they were in 

charge of the other residents at the shelter. In Example 4.13, Jade initially says that the other 

residents respect her situation as a non-addict, but then adds that she has been treated 

differently by residents who have overcome addictions.  

EXAMPLE 4.13 

1 HANNAH; Do you feel like— 

2  other Clients ^respect your situation?  

3 JADE; Yeah? 

4  Cause they’re going through their own:. 

5 HANNAH; Right.= 

6 JADE; =you know. 

7  situation.   

8  They um— 

9  I mean, 

10  Don’t_get_me_wrong, 
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11  They do: like say, 

12  Getting over an addiction is— 

13  Or t- trying to act .. ^differently:.  

14  You know? 

15  They do do that.  

16  I noticed that. 

17 HANNAH; The people who had addictions? 

18 JADE; Mhm. 

19  ^Came in ꞌhere [with]— 

20 HANNAH;                          [Yeah.] 

21 JADE; You know. 

22  #on it. 

23  They try to— 

24  ^act like they:’re .. one of the .. ꞌcase managers or something, 

25  They all are.=  

26 HANNAH; =Right.= 

27 JADE; =They try to ^run everything:,  

28  An--  

29  I’m like, 

30  <ACCUSATORY> ^You is here ꞌtoo:. </> 

31  @@ 

32  @I mean, 

33  But.    

34  I mean they do that. 

35  But. 

36  I mean, 

37  as far as the ones that .. are still fighting it? 

38  and all? 

39 HANNAH; Mhm. 

40 JADE; No judgment.    

(Jade_052616_27:35-28:18) 

 

In this excerpt, Jade initially responds to my question about the treatment she receives from 

other Clients with her assessment that other residents respect her because they are each 

“going through their own: … situation” (lines 4-7), suggesting that a resident’s past does not 

affect their treatment by other residents. However, Jade then qualifies her statement 

(Don’t_get_me_wrong, line 10) and elaborates that the residents who had addictions “act .. 
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^differently” (line 13), “like they:’re .. one of the .. ꞌcase managers or something” (line 24). 

According to Jade, the residents who have a history of addiction “try to ^run everything” 

(line 27), as if they are on an equal footing with the staff rather than the other residents.  

Jade’s final comment—that is, that “the ones that .. are still fighting it” (line 37) make 

“no judgment” (line 40)— provides further evidence of residents’ valuation of overcoming 

addictions or other difficult personal histories. It is only those residents who have already 

overcome their past, not those who are still struggling to do so, who are placed in a position 

of greater value within the community. While Jade initially denies that there is a hierarchy at 

the shelter based on individuals’ past experiences, in her view her own identity as someone 

who has had a comparatively less difficult past in the eyes of the other residents positions her 

as lower in the social hierarchy of the shelter.  

 Ironically, the same three residents who argued against valuing individuals based on 

what they had overcome revealed their own valuation of other residents based on their 

personal histories, explicitly stating that they themselves had not become addicts because 

they had made better decisions than other residents. Jade, for example, was extremely critical 

of female residents who had lost their children to Child Protective Services. In her interview, 

she distinguished between “Moms” who had experienced financial difficulty but who had 

retained custody of their children and “Clients”—who, in Jade’s view, had prioritized drugs 

over their children and had had their children taken away by the state as a result of their own 

poor decisions.  

When I asked Anne about residents’ sharing of testimonies in The Haven’s chapel 

sessions, she commented that almost all residents “come in broken” and have to “get over it,” 

but then elaborated that some residents “think their stuff is just worse than others.” In 
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Example 4.14, Anne—who had never been an addict—explains that she was accused of 

having “a perfect life” by one of these residents. Rather than be hurt by the other resident’s 

comment, however, Anne reframes the interaction as a critique of the accusing resident, 

saying that they had all been educated about drugs when they were children and that she, 

Anne, “was just one of the ones who listened” to those lessons.  

EXAMPLE 4.14  

1 ANNE; We all come in broken most_of_the_^time, 

2  And then you jus— 

3  … 

4  Get over it.  

5  @   

6  @@@ 

7 HANNAH; <SMILING>Cause you know everybody’s going through the same  

thing, 

8  Un— 

9  In ^some way. </> 

10 ANNE; Yeah. 

11 HANNAH; Their own— 

12 ANNE; Yeah. 

13 HANNAH; Their own struggle.    

14 ANNE; Some people think that their ^s:tuff is just ꞌworse than others, 

15 HANNAH; And what do you think of that. 

16 ANNE; You know? 

17  We all got issues.  

18 HANNAH; Yeah. 

19  It’s— 

20  ^hard to compare. 

21  people’s .. ^lives.  

22 ANNE; #May ## 

23  You’re here for a ^reason so. 

24  Jus— 

25  Get what you can ^out of it.  

26 HANNAH; Yeah.  

27 ANNE; You know. 

28 HANNAH; Um.  

29  Can you tell me about a ^time wh— 

30  Like— 
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31  Is there anything that comes to mind for, 

32  You know. 

33  When you felt like somebody might— 

34  Did somebody ever: .. ^judge your situation:? 

35  Or:, 

36  [Think that you #—] 

37 ANNE; <F>[Somebody asked] me:, 

38  How it was to have a ^perfect ꞌlife.</> 

39  I was like, 

40  I don’t have a perfect life.  

41 HANNAH; Somebody ^here asked you that? 

42 ANNE; When the girl first got here, 

43  She came in the day .. or two after I did. 

44 HANNAH; So it_was another Client. 

45 ANNE; Yeah. 

46 HANNAH; And she asked you: about a @perfect @life. 

47 ANNE; <SMILING>Yeah. </> 

48  <F>Because I’ve never done drugs or alcohol.</> 

49 HANNAH; Right. 

50 ANNE; And I’m— 

51  Well I learned from other people’s mistakes.  

52 HANNAH; Yeah. 

53  You had a ^different experience, 

54  But that seems— 

55  W- was it ^hurtful? 

56 ANNE; What? 

57 HANNAH; Was it ^upsetting to you that somebody said that, 

58  Like— 

59  Did it [bother you]? 

60 ANNE;           [## ## ##] 

61  Because I’m like— 

62  (TSK) 

63  We do— 

64  We ^all did DARE pro— 

65  You know, 

66  DARE in school so. 

67  I was just one of the ones who listened.  

(Anne_050416_15:18-16:52) 
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Anne’s descriptions of residents who “think that their ^s:tuff is just ꞌworse than others” (line 

14) and the accusation directed at her by another resident (Somebody asked me:, How it was 

to have a ^perfect ꞌlife, lines 37-38) evince the same hierarchy that Jade described, with 

residents who have overcome “worse stuff” positioning themselves as somehow entitled to 

critique or judge the other residents. Additionally, her rejection of the other resident’s 

assessment (I don’t have a perfect life, line 40) indicates that the social hierarchy at the 

shelter is salient even to her: Despite the fact that she has “never done drugs or alcohol” (line 

48), Anne protests the accusation that her life has been perfect, thereby repositioning herself 

as no different from the other residents who have had imperfect lives.  

Anne, like Jade, comments that The Haven’s residents “all come in broken” (line 1) 

and are “here for a ^reason” (line 23), indicating that she does not differentiate between 

residents based on their individual histories. Her subsequent remark that she has “learned 

from other people’s mistakes” (line 51), however, suggests that she does distinguish herself, 

as someone who has not had a history of addiction, from other residents who have 

succumbed to drug addictions, in much the same way that Jade distinguished between 

“Moms” and “Clients.” Anne’s final critique, a reference to the Drug Abuse Resistance 

Education or DARE program that many elementary school students in the United States 

participate in (We ^all did DARE pro— You know, DARE in school, lines 64-66), reinforces 

her judgment of residents who are or have been addicts: She “was just one of the ones who 

listened” (line 67) to the anti-drug lessons, while they were the ones who did not. Thus, while 

residents like Anne and Jade denied that individuals at the shelter were valued based on their 

personal histories, they in fact perpetuated their own value hierarchy based on that same 

criterion.  
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 As these examples show, residents at The Haven ultimately negotiated an evaluation 

system that took both neoliberal and Evangelical ideologies into account. While residents 

expressed an improved sense of self-worth that they attributed to their newfound 

relationships with God, their attention to other residents’ and staff members’ personal 

histories as the key point in evaluating those individuals’ worth suggested that they were not 

fully engaged with the Evangelical ideologies of rebirth and transcendence that they 

espoused in their talk about themselves. At The Haven, the past still mattered.  

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have shown how the residents at The Haven negotiated identities both as 

service-worthy homeless shelter residents and as salvation-worthy individuals who were 

engaged with the Evangelical ideology of regeneration through God. As new Clients at The 

Haven, residents were encouraged to orient to neoliberal ideologies of the deserving poor 

propagated by social services organizations by demonstrating that they had a longstanding 

need for the services the shelter offered and that they were committed to improving their 

lives and to becoming self-sufficient during their time there. Once residents had been at The 

Haven for several weeks and were preparing to screen into the shelter’s long-term programs, 

however, they engaged instead with the shelter’s Evangelical ideologies and renegotiated a 

salvation-worthy identity by describing the total transformation they had experienced as a 

result of their personal relationships with God. Thus, while residents initially positioned 

themselves as worthy of services because of their personal histories, they then reframed their 

lives, demonstrating that they had transcended those past experiences. However, as was the 

case in residents’ demonstrations of individual agency addressed in Chapter 3, residents at 

The Haven necessarily engaged with the shelter’s competing ideologies throughout their time 
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there. Hence, while The Haven’s Client intake and Programmer screening processes 

suggested a temporal rift in residents’ orientation to these differing ideologies of worth, 

residents’ self-reported valuation of others at the shelter indicated that they remained focused 

on neoliberal ideologies of worth even as they identified themselves as salvation-worthy 

born-again individuals whose pasts did not matter. In the end, residents at The Haven 

negotiated their own value system that took both ideologies into account: All residents could 

be transformed through a relationship with God, but the more transformed a resident was, the 

more valued they were.  

 The analysis presented here supports previous research regarding the self-worth and 

self-identity of homeless individuals. While The Haven’s residents’ perspective on 

themselves furthers Meanwell’s (2013) finding that homeless individuals discover their self-

worth in their present life at shelters, their valuation of others’ personal histories supports a 

different trend in the literature on homelessness: namely, that homeless individuals are proud 

of their past identities. In their qualitative study of sheltered homeless adults in Canada, 

Boydell et al. (2000:30) argue that homeless individuals demonstrate pride in their former 

identities, “in who they had been and what they had done,” and in an equally foundational 

study, Snow and Anderson (1987) found that homeless individuals who were unsheltered for 

short periods of time effectively distanced themselves both from the homeless identity and 

from other homeless individuals, while individuals who remained unsheltered for longer 

periods of time were more likely to adopt and embrace that identity and affiliation. The 

presence of both of these valuations of worth in the data analyzed in this chapter 

demonstrates that in the sociocultural context of The Haven, neither neoliberal nor 

Evangelical ideologies dominated. Although individuals were focused on the present in their 
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faith, their understanding of their own worth was essentially grounded in their experience as 

homeless individuals.  

 Ultimately, the system through which residents at The Haven evaluated their own and 

others’ worth revealed an underlying neoliberal ideology of individual self-sufficiency. As 

service-worthy individuals, residents attended to neoliberal discourses of worth, 

demonstrating that they were committed to improving their lives; by “taking advantage of” or 

“making the most of” the shelter’s resources, they could recreate themselves as self-sufficient 

members of society. Similarly, in their reframing of Evangelical ideologies of rebirth and 

transcendence, residents created a social hierarchy in which individuals who had 

accomplished the greatest transformations were most valued; strikingly, as was the case in 

the service-worthy identity, it was up to the individual to commit to God and to undergo their 

spiritual transformation as born-again Christians. Finally, the shelter’s structure reinforced 

this neoliberal agenda at the same time that it propagated Evangelical ideologies: While the 

staff advocated personal relationships with God, they also required residents to apply for 

jobs, find housing, and transform their lives on their own.  

 Residents’ engagement with Evangelical linguistic practices in their depictions of 

their personal transformations led to yet another evaluative practice at the shelter. In the 

following chapter, I address the ways in which residents at The Haven were discursively 

evaluated by others based on their described transformation. When residents professed 

themselves to be born again, the staff and other residents interpreted this transformation as 

instantaneous, yet residents’ experiences may in fact have been closer to a rehabilitation 

process than a single born-again moment. Conflicting expectations about individuals’ 

transformation had a significant impact on residents’ access to services at the shelter.  
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Chapter 5 

Conflicting Expectations of Transformation at The Haven 

 

Two months after I had finished conducting interviews at The Haven, my first interviewee, 

Jules, invited me to attend the shelter’s fall graduation ceremony for the women’s programs. 

Ten women graduated that night: one from the recovery program and nine from the academy 

program. As the graduates took turns receiving their certificates, they each paused at the 

podium and delivered a brief statement about their experience before coming to The Haven 

and how their time at the shelter had changed them. Some graduates thanked the staff, and all 

of them thanked God for the change He had brought to their lives.  

Halfway through the ten speeches, the director of the academy program, Miss Joan, 

approached the podium and announced that they were going to do “something different” to 

break up the monotony of the speeches. Barb—one of my interviewees who, in Chapter 4, 

described her need for shelter services as well as her irreversible transformation—joined 

Miss Joan at the podium. Miss Joan then began a question-and-answer session, asking Barb 

an open-ended question about what her life had been like “before.” When Barb began by 

mentioning her childhood, however, Miss Joan interrupted her and asked, “Can you tell me 

what was the moment when you decided to accept Jesus into your heart?” The congregation 

was silent, waiting for the answer to this, the most important question.  

Barb began again, haltingly, saying that she had been raised in a Christian family but 

that it wasn’t until recently that she truly understood what it meant to love God. As soon as 

she began elaborating on this theme, however, Miss Joan interrupted her again and said, “But 

what was the moment that you decided to accept Jesus?” The audience leaned forward in 
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their seats. Barb looked at the audience and then back at Miss Joan, her eyebrows furrowed. 

She paused. The room was silent.  

Suddenly, Barb looked relieved. “Oh, I guess July 7th,” she said, “when I came to the 

shelter.” Miss Joan threw her hands up in the air and applauded above her head, leading the 

congregation in a hearty ovation. Looking up at the ceiling, she cried “Praise Jesus!,” which 

was then echoed loudly by the congregation as Barb returned to her seat.  

* 

As demonstrated in Chapters 3 and 4, the competing Evangelical and neoliberal ideologies 

that permeated The Haven deeply impacted residents’ experience at the shelter. Engaging 

with the ideologies espoused by the shelter staff, residents negotiated positions as self-

sufficient agents aligned with God, worthy both of the services offered by the shelter and of 

spiritual salvation in their demonstrated commitment to bettering themselves. In this process, 

The Haven’s residents and staff co-constructed residents’ identities, each evincing an 

adherence to the contrasting ideologies of the shelter.  

 However, as discussed in Chapter 1 and as suggested by the opening vignette of this 

chapter, The Haven’s residents and staff did not agree about every aspect of residents’ 

rehabilitation. The neoliberal ideology of self-sufficiency is fundamentally at odds with 

Evangelicalism, which holds that self-sufficiency does not exist because God assists 

individuals in all of their successes. In Evangelical ideology, rather, the individual’s ultimate 

goal is to be born again and thereby to transcend their prior existence—in The Haven, 

residents’ homeless identity. By incorporating both neoliberal and Evangelical ideology into 

its programs, The Haven thus provided residents with competing goals for their 

transformation: In accordance with the shelter’s Evangelical ideology, residents were 

considered successful if they were born again and thus spiritually transformed, while the 
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shelter’s neoliberal ideology dictated that residents were successful as formerly homeless 

individuals only when they achieved self-sufficiency.  

 On this point, the shelter staff prioritized Evangelical ideology. Rather than remain 

focused on or even aware of their recent homelessness, the residents were expected to be 

consumed by their new identity as Evangelicals. The shelter residents, however, evinced an 

ongoing focus on their long-term rehabilitation as self-sufficient community members, a 

point that was made clear in Chapters 3 and 4, in which residents demonstrated a continued 

affiliation with their secular rehabilitation in spite of the shelter’s temporal operational divide 

between neoliberal and Evangelical ideologies. Even when a resident was born again and 

became a Programmer, they were still homeless. They still depended on the services 

provided by the shelter and had therefore not yet achieved the self-sufficiency they sought. 

Hence, the shelter residents and staff operated according to disparate expectations regarding 

residents’ transformations: Like Miss Joan in this chapter’s opening vignette, the shelter staff 

were guided by The Haven’s fundamental Baptist ideology that an individual’s rebirth is “an 

instantaneous, datable experience of grace” (Balmer 2014[1989]:115), dependent upon the 

moment in which they established a personal relationship with God (Harding 1987); the 

residents, however, indicated in my interviews with them that their spiritual transformation 

was a parallel process to their long-term rehabilitation as self-sufficient community members. 

In the graduation ceremony described above, Miss Joan’s insistence that Barb identify a 

specific date of rebirth was thus at odds with the months of rehabilitative work Barb had just 

gone through. 

 This temporal conflict was further complicated by The Haven’s adherence to the 

Evangelical ideology of the sincere speaker (e.g., Keane 2002, 2007; Robbins 2001), which 
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dictates that an individual whose words directly reflect their innermost thoughts is 

necessarily (and in fundamental Baptist ideology, instantaneously) transformed when they 

verbally invite Jesus into their heart.5 In Evangelicalism, in which cultural practices are 

inherently intertextual, sincerity is especially important. If individuals wish to personalize 

Evangelical texts (Bialecki and Hoenes del Pinal 2011; Shoaps 2002), they must, in Keane’s 

(2007:211) words, ensure that their words “do not fall back into the status of quotations.” 

Sincerity, then, is “a kind of public accountability to others for one’s words with reference to 

one’s self” (Keane 2007:211), an expectation that presupposes that intentionality is 

instantaneously achieved rather than developed over time (cf. Giddens 1979). When residents 

at The Haven verbally invited Jesus into their hearts, they were thus expected to be fully 

transformed in that moment. Through the interpretive lens of Evangelicalism and its 

conviction in the infallible nature of God (Balmer 2014[1989]; Bielo 2011), the shelter staff 

viewed residents’ gradual transformations as failures resulting from residents’ insincerity in 

their commitment to their faith. Within the The Haven’s basic function as a homeless shelter, 

this ideology had additional implications: In line with existing discourses surrounding 

homelessness (e.g., McCarthy 2013), The Haven’s staff ultimately reframed those individuals 

who evinced the transformation-as-process concept as duplicitous, intentionally tricking the 

shelter staff into believing they had changed.   

 In this chapter, I address this intricate web of Evangelical ideologies and their 

intersection with the neoliberal framework of The Haven. I begin by addressing the shelter 

staff’s expectation that Programmers—having been educated in Evangelical faith by The 

                                                 
5 The use of the word sincerity in this Evangelical ideology indexes the etymology of the 

word. The Oxford English Dictionary identifies the origin of sincerity as the Latin sincerus, 

which means ‘pure’ in the sense of ‘not mixed’ or ‘one growth’ (OED Online).       



154 

 

Haven during their time as Clients—would understand the distinction between sincere and 

insincere talk and thus be fully prepared to make a sincere commitment to God. Programmers 

were expected to be sincere in their verbal invitation to Jesus, and that invitation was a 

prerequisite to their selection as Programmers; The Haven’s staff rigidly and confidently 

divided Clients and Programmers based on this criterion. After discussing this issue, I 

illustrate Programmers’ own representation of their transformation as a process and their 

subsequent negative evaluation by shelter staff and by other residents. While the Evangelical 

ideology of the sincere speaker presupposed that Programmers had internally accepted Jesus 

into their hearts, staff members and Programmers at The Haven looked for visible signs that 

Programmers had not transcended their homeless identity, in the form of behaviors that did 

not match Programmers’ professed Christianity. I conclude the chapter by discussing the 

impact of religious neoliberalism on The Haven’s residents, illustrating how, regardless of 

the specific ideology (i.e., Evangelical or neoliberal) with which the individual resident 

aligned, at The Haven residents were responsible for changing their lives without regard to 

the structural causes of their homelessness.   

The Haven’s Division of the Saved and the Left Behind 

The Haven’s emphasis on the Evangelical ideology of rebirth was clear in all of its 

operations, from the way staff members welcomed new residents by telling them God had 

brought them to The Haven to the way they celebrated residents’ transformation at the 

shelter’s graduation ceremonies. While the shelter staff indicated that they recognized 

residents’ identities both as homeless individuals and as Evangelicals—indeed, as I showed 

in Chapters 3 and 4, the staff participated in the construction of those identities—their 

primary focus was on the specific moment in which a resident was spiritually reborn. As the 
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CEO, Joe, told me, residents who “really dedicate[d] themselves to God’s Word and to a 

relationship with Christ” were immediately born again, fully “able to resist” the temptations 

of their past lives and to transcend their prior identities.  

At The Haven, it was the moment of spiritual rebirth that distinguished Programmers 

from Clients. As discussed in Chapter 4, a Client’s admittance into one of the shelter’s long-

term programs depended upon their demonstrated commitment to bettering themselves 

through God, and when they showed that they were salvation-worthy, they were transferred 

from the Client dormitory to the Programmer dormitory. While this move was theoretically 

based on a Client’s successful completion of their thirty-day probationary period and the Plan 

of Action they had been assigned, in practice this transition from Client to Programmer often 

occurred before the initial thirty days had transpired. As several new Programmers told me, 

proudly pointing to the Programmer badge on their shirts, Clients who demonstrated a 

commitment to God prior to completing the probationary period at the shelter were accepted 

into the programs early. The shelter’s physical separation of residents was thus based 

primarily on Programmers’ rebirth as Evangelicals.  

The shelter staff’s confidence in Programmers’ complete and instantaneous 

transformation stemmed from the fact that they themselves had educated the residents about 

God’s Word. In Example 5.1, Joe explains that The Haven teaches residents about the 

difference between “talk about God” and “really putting our faith in Him.” He states that 

while new residents have previously been exposed to religion due to their experience living 

in the Bible Belt, The Haven strives to “guide” them to a real relationship with God.  

EXAMPLE 5.1  

1 HANNAH; Do you think that. 

2 JOE;  (CLEARS THROAT) 

3 HANNAH; Most people come in here:, 
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4  already ^having some sort of relationship with God?  

5   Or: is that something that— 

6 JOE;  It’s [^something that] most people can ^talk abou:t, 

7 HANNAH;       [they ^find here.] 

8 JOE;  when they come in.  

9  ’Cause we ꞌlive in the ^Bible ꞌBelt, 

10  Most people are familiar with ^chur:ch and— 

11  (H) 

12  Most people who come here r:ealize we’re a ^faith-based organization, 

13  and they’ve been— 

14  (H) 

15  They’ve ^heard enough about religion where they can ꞌtalk about it.  

16  (H) 

17  But what we try to ^gui:de them to, 

18  is a ^personal ꞌrelationship with ꞌJesus ꞌChrist.=  

19  =We feel like there’s a difference between knowing ^about ꞌGod, 

20  and really .. ꞌputting our ^faith in Him.  

(Joe_062816_16:03-16:37) 

 

In Example 5.1, Joe identifies the goal of The Haven’s programs: fostering the individual’s 

relationship with God through Jesus (what we try to ^gui:de them to, is a ^personal 

ꞌrelationship with ꞌJesus ꞌChrist, lines 17-18). In his stated distinction between a relationship 

with God and new arrivals’ ability to “talk about” religion (lines 6, 15), he indexes 

Evangelical ideology regarding sincerity. It is not enough for individuals merely to talk about 

religion or to know about a relationship with God; they must “really” (line 20) have that 

relationship with Him (We feel like there’s a difference between knowing ^about ꞌGod, and 

really .. ꞌputting our ^faith in Him, lines 19-20).  

 Throughout this excerpt, Joe calls attention to the salience of religion at The Haven 

and positions residents as spiritual agents engaging with faith. Through emphatic stress, he 

highlights the religious context of the shelter (^Bible ꞌBelt, line 9; ^chur:ch, line 10; ^faith-

based organization, line 12) as well as the ultimate goal of the shelter programs and of 

Evangelicalism more generally (a ^personal ꞌrelationship with ꞌJesus ꞌChrist, line 18). He 
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also uses contrastive stress to distinguish talking (lines 6, 15), hearing (line 15), and knowing 

(line 19) about God from the act of “ ꞌputting our ^faith in Him” (line 20). Joe thus indexes 

the ideological necessity of the agentive Evangelical who consciously takes action to 

establish a personal relationship with God. 

In his depiction of words as insufficient in the establishment of a relationship with 

God and his dismissive representation of talk about faith as something that “most people” can 

do (line 6) as the result of environmental exposure (‘Cause we ꞌlive in the ^Bible ꞌBelt, line 

9), Joe indexes the Evangelical ideology of sincerity and the inherently intertextual aspect of 

Evangelical practice. At The Haven, where residents were taught about the crucial difference 

between simply talking about God and actually having a relationship with God—that is, 

where they learned how to be appropriate Evangelical speakers—the staff presupposed that 

any resident who professed themselves to be born again was truly transformed. Programmers 

could continue learning about God’s Word for the duration of their time at The Haven, but in 

the Evangelical eyes of the shelter staff their transformations were instantaneous. The staff 

rigidly divided Clients and Programmers based on this expectation of an instantaneous 

transformation, a point that the staff members and residents never questioned in their 

interviews with me.  

The Physical Division of Programmers and Clients 

As discussed in Chapter 2, Programmers at the shelter received preferential treatment and 

increased access to services. In addition, a primary way in which these residents were 

separated from the Clients was through the use of physical space at The Haven.  

As indicated by Figure 5.1, once a resident became a Programmer, they had little to 

no interaction with Clients. They resided in separate dormitories, congregated in different 
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rooms—Clients spent time in their day room, Programmers in their dormitory lounge or the 

classrooms—and were separated from each other by a locked door at the intersection of the 

Programmer and Client hallways. All of The Haven’s residents attended the same meals, but 

with Clients busy applying for jobs and taking care of legalities and Programmers in class all 

day, their paths rarely crossed.  

The Havens’ practice of moving residents to the Programmer dorms as soon as they 

had been born again indicated that the staff expected a complete and irreversible 

transformation in that moment. Given this expectation, The Haven’s staff also differentiated 

between Clients and Programmers in their personal interactions with members of each group. 

While the division between the groups was explicit in their physical separation, residents’ 

discussion of various staff members indicated that they were also aware of this differential 

treatment. The following section addresses this more implicit division of The Haven’s 

residents. 
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Figure 5.1. Floorplan of The Haven
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Differential Treatment of Clients and Programmers  

In my interviews with The Haven’s residents, both Clients and Programmers were quick to 

identify differences in the way the shelter staff treated each group. In addition to their 

physical separation and Programmers’ increased access to shelter resources, residents 

observed that The Haven’s staff were “more willing to do something for a Programmer than 

they are for a Client” and described instances where Clients were evicted from the shelter 

after getting into disputes with Programmers.   

 When, drawing on residents’ observations in previous interviews, I asked Scott 

whether volunteers who came to The Haven were “judgmental” or “compassionate,” he 

replied that “there’s a mixture,” echoing what I had heard from other residents. In the 

following excerpt, which occurred right after this exchange, Scott elaborates that “the ones 

that are judgmental...are more so toward the Clients,” and that “it’s that way with the staff 

too.” While he attributes this differential treatment to Programmers’ stated “decision to better 

themselves”—a “commitment” that indexes both the Evangelical ideology of a commitment 

to God and the neoliberal ideology of self-improvement—he comments that this difference in 

treatment is “disturbing to me because I once was a Client here.”  

EXAMPLE 5.2 

1  Some of the ones that are judgmental?, 

2   or: .. give that impression?, 

3  are more so:, 

4  (CLEARS THROAT) 

5  ^toward the ꞌClients.  

6  ins— 

7  as opposed to the Programmers. 

8 HANNAH; Hm. 

9 SCOTT; You know.  

10  Um. 

11  … 

12  And:, 
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13  (2.0) 

14  It’s like I’ve heard said. 

15  that. 

16  the only ^difference between .. the Programmers and the Clients, 

17  are the ^Programmers have made a decision. 

18  … 

19  to, 

20  … 

21  ^better themselves.  

22  You know, 

23  Have .. made a commitment.  

24  You_know.  

25  So:, 

26  But uh:, 

27  (3.0) 

28  That al:- although I- I ^don’t let it ꞌshow, 

29  nor ^would I, 

30  Uh, 

31  It’s ꞌdisturbing to me becau:se .. I once ^was a ꞌClient here. 

32  You know, 

33  So, 

34  An:d, 

35  (4.0) 

36  ꞌnaturally .. didn’t have a ^clue, 

37  that- that ^that would— 

38  that that’s the way: things are .. in general.  

39  And it’s- and it’s_that_way_with_staff too:. 

40  Um:. 

41  They’re more willing, 

42  to do something for a Programmer:, 

43  than they are for a Client. 

(Scott_062916_49:26-50:33)   

 

In Example 5.2, Scott explains that the volunteers and staff at The Haven treat Clients and 

Programmers differently because, in accordance with the religious-neoliberal ideologies of 

the shelter, “^Programmers have made a decision” to “^better themselves” (lines 17, 21) 

while Clients have not. His elaboration, that Programmers “have .. made a commitment” 

(line 23), reiterates a comment I heard frequently during my time as a volunteer at The 
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Haven: that residents were encouraged to “make a commitment to bettering themselves 

through God.” Additionally, Scott’s qualification that this is “the only ^difference between .. 

the Programmers and Clients” and his formulation that he has heard this said before (line 14) 

indicate that this distinction is generally accepted at the shelter. While he observes that as a 

Client he “ꞌnaturally .. didn’t have a ^clue” (line 36) that “that’s the way: things are .. in 

general” (line 38), I did not find this lack of awareness with the Clients I interviewed. Rather, 

Clients as well as Programmers talked about staff members’ differential treatment of the two 

groups, indicating that residents’ suspected differences in treatment were real.  

 Scott’s comment that this difference in treatment is “disturbing” to him (line 31) but 

that he will not reveal his discomfort to anyone at The Haven (I- I ^don’t let it ꞌshow, nor 

^would I, lines 28-29) is striking. His specific reason for hiding his concern is unclear. 

However, the act of criticizing The Haven’s operation would likely threaten not only his 

position as a service-worthy shelter resident, but also his identity as a salvation-worthy 

Evangelical—positions of worth that were crucial to his continued access to shelter 

resources, as discussed in Chapter 4. As a homeless shelter resident, Scott was expected to be 

grateful and not complain about the services he received, and as an Evangelical—confirmed 

by his Programmer status—he should not be bothered by these trivialities in any case. 

Through his engagement with these ideologies of worthiness, Scott thus provides further 

evidence that the distinction between Clients and Programmers is both salient to residents 

and dependent upon their spiritual transformation.  

 The shelter staff’s differential treatment of Clients and Programmers was often 

furthered by the shelter residents themselves. As suggested by Scott’s statement that the 

difference between the two groups of residents was commonly remarked on at the shelter 
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(It’s like I’ve heard said, line 14), both Clients and Programmers were quick to identify 

differences between themselves. But while some Programmers as well as Clients conceded 

that Programmers could “be so judgmental” of Clients, the majority of both groups framed 

Programmers’ treatment of Clients as evidence of their concern for the latter’s spiritual status 

as unsaved. At The Haven, Clients were understood to be those residents who had not made a 

commitment to God, and there was a general Programmer effort to encourage Clients to 

make this commitment—because, in the words of one Programmer, Ellie, “it could help 

them.” 

Race at The Haven 

Several of the African American residents I interviewed indicated to me that race played a 

significant role in their daily lives at The Haven. One resident explained that the waiting 

period to acquire official identification documents and health insurance was longer for 

African American Clients than it was for white Clients, and another resident relayed that, if 

an African American resident and a white resident got in an argument, it was the unspoken 

policy of the shelter that the African American resident would be evicted from the shelter 

while the white resident would be allowed to continue the program or other stage they were 

currently in without punishment. While it is not the focus of this dissertation, residents’ race 

thus appeared to have an impact on their experience at The Haven, an issue that merits 

further attention in future research on homeless shelters. 

 At The Haven, the differential treatment of Clients and Programmers was ultimately 

based on the shelter’s Evangelical focus on whether residents had been saved. The fact that 

better treatment from staff coincided with residents’ professed transformation as 

Evangelicals—itself the key to their admission into one of the long-term programs—was 
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rooted in the Evangelical ideology of a complete and immediate transformation. Once a 

resident had been accepted as a Programmer, they were part of the elite Evangelical 

community of The Haven; they were saved, and they were treated with the respect that that 

identity entailed.   

The shelter staff’s expectations of a sincere and immediate transformation, while 

supported by Evangelical ideology, were complicated by The Haven’s basic function as a 

homeless shelter. As illustrated in Chapters 3 and 4, the residents I interviewed professed that 

they had indeed been born again. However, in contrast to staff members’ representation of 

their transformation as instantaneous, residents depicted their spiritual rebirth within the 

framework of their long-term rehabilitation as self-sufficient members of society. In the 

following section, I show how residents at The Haven identified their spiritual transformation 

as a gradual process, and how their critiques of the shelter staff suggested that they saw their 

spiritual transformation as inherently tied to their present experience of working towards self-

sufficiency.  

The Residents’ Spiritual Rehabilitation Process 

Throughout their time at the shelter, residents engaged with Evangelical discourses of rebirth, 

positioning themselves as agents aligned with God’s Will and hence as worthy of the 

salvation He provided them. However, as Chapters 3 and 4 demonstrate, residents 

accomplished this negotiation of their identity over time; contrary to the Evangelical 

expectations of the shelter staff, residents’ representations of their own agency and 

worthiness were not dependent upon their Client or Programmer status at The Haven. 

Similarly, residents’ talk about their spiritual transformation through God indicated that this 

was an ongoing process that continued at least through their time at the shelter, even when 
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they clearly identified as born-again Christians. The following examples from three of the 

Programmers at The Haven demonstrate that, from the perspective of residents, their spiritual 

transformation was not instantaneous with their entry into the shelter’s long-term programs. 

 This representation of residents’ spiritual transformations as a process was evident in 

my interview with Chris, an African American Programmer in his early fifties who, at the 

time of our interview, was approaching the halfway point of the men’s recovery program. As 

Chris explained to me elsewhere in his interview, his purpose in coming to The Haven was to 

achieve spiritual recovery. In Example 5.3, he states that, while he has “learned .. a lot of 

things” during his time in The Haven’s program, he is “not quite there” to where he would 

like to be in his Evangelical transformation.  

EXAMPLE 5.3 

1 CHRIS; So far ꞌsince I’ve .. ꞌbeen ^in the program,  

2  (2.0) 

3  I’ve learned .. a lot of things:,= 

4  =I’ve learned to— 

5  (2.0) 

6  ^not let things:,  

7  (2.0) 

8  I’m ꞌnot ꞌquite ^there, 

9  Not letting things upset me:, 

10  ’Cause when I think about .. my mom, 

11  and stuff like that, 

12  it— 

13  (2.0) 

14  you know,  

15  it ^does upset me. 

16  An— 

17  I kind_of catch myself, 

18  an— 

19  ꞌbring myself ^ba:ck. 

20  and say “Okay.  

21  There’s nothing you can do about it right now.” 

 (Chris_062816_10:10-10:37) 
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In Example 5.3, Chris aligns with Evangelical ideologies of spiritual rebirth. Identifying one 

of the results he expects from his spiritual transformation as “not letting things upset” him 

(line 9), he indexes the Evangelical belief that his personal relationship with God will allow 

him to transcend worldly, trivial matters.  

While Chris thus suggests that transcendence is possible through his eventual 

transformation, he also indicates that he has not yet achieved this goal. Indeed, throughout 

the excerpt Chris positions himself as still experiencing a process of transformation, in that 

he is “ꞌnot ꞌquite ^there” (line 8) and thinking about the events of his past still “^does upset” 

him (line 15). When he says that he has to regain control of his thoughts (I kind_of catch 

myself, an— ꞌbring myself ^ba:ck, lines 17-19), he provides further evidence that he is still 

undergoing a transformation process; while he is actively putting effort into his spiritual 

transformation, he has not yet completed it.  

When I interviewed Scott, he too represented faith as a process. However, while 

Chris’ description of himself as “not quite there” suggested that he saw an ultimate end to his 

transformation—that is, a “there” for him to reach—Scott’s depiction of his faith indicated 

that it would always be a work in progress. In Example 5.4, Scott explains that learning to 

trust God is something that you do not “just achieve.” 

EXAMPLE 5.4 

1 SCOTT; And ^learning to trust Him,  

2  and trust Him completely.  

3  Uh:, 

4  That’s— 

5  That’s something that you don’t just ^achieve. 

6  You know I mean. 

7  I_Uh— 

8  It’s an ongoing thing.  

9  An:d, 
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10  I feel li:ke— 

11  One is- is ꞌconstantly .. ^tried on ꞌthat.  

12  You know, 

13  ^Are you really going_to ꞌtrust ꞌHim ꞌcompletely.  

(Scott_062916_11:20-11:42) 

 

Scott’s description of his relationship with God highlights its unfinished nature. Explicitly 

referencing this incompleteness, he explains that “^learning to trust Him, and trust Him 

completely” (lines 1-2; line 13) is “an ongoing thing” (line 8). His syntax furthers this 

representation of faith as an active process; his use of the gerund form and the specific verb 

to learn in “^learning to trust Him” (line 1), as well as his qualification that he is “ꞌconstantly 

.. ^tried on ꞌthat” (line 11), highlight the habitual aspect of this experience. Additionally, his 

reference to the generic you (^Are you really going_to trust Him, line 13) and one (One is- is 

ꞌconstantly .. ^tried on ꞌthat, line 11) indicates that this understanding of faith as a process 

applies to others as well. When, later in our interview, Scott defines “success” as “spiritual 

growth,” he furthers this framing of his spiritual transformation as a long-term goal.  

 Scott’s comment that learning to trust God is not something one can “just ^achieve” 

(line 5) is significant given The Haven’s ideology of Victory over the past. Victory is 

inherently achievable, in much the same way that Chris saw his goal of transcending worldly 

emotions. In contrast, Scott describes a process that may necessarily be unending, a lifelong 

journey with no definitive end.  

In a final example of the issue of transformation as ongoing, Brian depicts his 

relationship with God as a process that he has been experiencing throughout his years of 

addiction and homelessness. Unlike Chris and Scott, however, he couches this process in 

Evangelical discourses of faith. Throughout our interview, Brian described his repeated 
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“straying from God” as leading to multiple born-again experiences; in Example 5.5, he 

admits that this is not his first time being saved.  

EXAMPLE 5.5 

 1  BRIAN; I- I had a— 

 2  ^This— 

3  Uh— 

5  Coming ^back,  

6  This is my ^third ꞌtime.  

(Brian_062916_6:46-6:51) 

 

In this brief excerpt, taken from a much longer narrative about being saved, Brian 

acknowledges that he has been saved more than once—in fact, his recent rebirth at The 

Haven is his “^third ꞌtime” (line 6) being reborn. While he draws attention to the potentially 

surprising number of times he has been saved through emphatic stress on ^third ꞌtime (line 6), 

his framing of his current, optimistic view of his relationship with God as a “coming back” 

aligns with the Evangelical ideology that it is never too late for an individual to be truly 

saved (Balmer 2014[1989]).  

When Brian depicts his continually wavering faith in God as giving rise to multiple 

born-again experiences, he highlights the process he has experienced and is still experiencing 

with his faith. His identification of more than one moment in which he was saved, however, 

does not imply that his first or second—or this latest—rebirth was somehow less genuine. 

Rather, in accordance with Evangelical ideology, his knowledge of God’s Word, which has 

necessarily developed between each of his rebirths, has better positioned him to be fully 

transformed by God each time (Balmer 2014[1989]). As Brian stated elsewhere in his 

interview, each time he was reborn he was “all in” and believed he had strayed from God for 

the last time. At The Haven, however, residents’ prior born-again moments were challenged 

by the shelter staff as insincere, an issue I discuss later in this chapter. 
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 Because Programmers’ exit from homelessness was a long-term process, viewing 

being saved as a process made sense to them. Although residents at The Haven were 

transferred to the Programmer dormitory and given access to additional shelter resources 

immediately after they accepted Jesus into their hearts, their lives were not instantaneously 

transformed; they still lacked their own housing, jobs, and other aspects of the self-

sufficiency that they were working towards during their time at the shelter. Their 

identification of their spiritual transformation as incomplete or as an additionally long 

process thus resonated with their continuing position as homeless shelter residents. This 

temporal alignment of their spiritual and rehabilitative transformations supports previous 

research on homelessness, which demonstrates that homeless individuals require improved 

material circumstances before they can undergo other aspects of their recovery, such as that 

pertaining to addiction (Rayburn and Wright 2009). Furthermore, a focus on their present 

process of rehabilitation has been shown to be beneficial to homeless individuals’ ultimate 

success (Epel, Bandura, and Zimbardo 1999).  

 Evidence that The Haven’s residents contextualized their spiritual transformation 

within the framework of their rehabilitation as homeless individuals can be found in their 

critiques of the shelter staff. As the following analysis demonstrates, residents at The Haven 

expected the shelter staff to be completely Christian in their words and actions, and they were 

quick to point out instances in which staff members’ sincerity as Christians could be called 

into question.  

Resident Evaluation of Staff Sincerity  

In their talk about The Haven’s staff, shelter residents often addressed staff members’ 

Christianity in positive terms, generally describing them as “filled with the Holy Spirit.” 
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When a staff member did something that did not seem “Christian,” therefore, it stood out to 

the residents. In light of residents’ portrayal of their own experiences of developing a 

relationship with God—that is, becoming spiritually transformed—it became clear that 

residents had higher expectations for the shelter staff than they did for themselves. In the 

context of the homeless shelter in which they lived, this made sense: The staff, unlike the 

residents, were not homeless; they had “achieved” self-sufficiency and, consequently, 

complete spiritual transformation.  

 For example, Chris, the Programmer who described himself as “not quite there” in 

Example 5.3 above, found The Haven’s rules prohibiting Programmers from helping Clients 

to be contrary to Jesus’ teachings. In Example 5.6, he challenges those rules—and thereby, 

the Christian sincerity of the shelter staff—saying, “Tell me what rule I broke in the Bible by 

helping this person.”  

EXAMPLE 5.6 

1 CHRIS; I’m a firm believer of what the ^Bible says. 

2  (2.0) 

3  Which is to do:— 

4  Which is to do ^right.  

5  What the ^man says?,  

6  Or what .. ^God says?. 

7  I’m_going_to do what ^God says. 

8 HANNAH; Mhm. 

9 CHRIS; I don’t care ꞌwhat ^man says, 

10  because, 

11  I ꞌcan’t ^get through .. to Heaven .. through man. 

12 HANNAH; Mhm. 

13 CHRIS; You know,= 

14  =So I ꞌgot to do what ^God says. 

15  <SMILING> I know we got ꞌthese ^ru:les,</> 

16  but. 

17 HANNAH; @@ 

18 CHRIS; Okay. 

19  Tell me what ꞌrule I broke .. in the ^Bible by ꞌhelping this person. 
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 (Chris_062816_22:00- 22:31) 

 

In this excerpt, Chris positions The Haven’s staff (the man, line 5) as insincere in their 

professed Christianity by pointing out that they are not aligned with God (What the ^man 

says? Or what .. ^God says?, lines 5-6). Through his regular use of emphatic stress on man 

and God (lines 5, 7; lines 6, 7, 14), he contrasts the two authorities further, underscoring the 

shelter staff’s divergence from God’s Word.  

As Chris repeatedly identifies his own alignment with God (I’m a firm believer of 

what the ^Bible says, line 1; I’m_going_to do what ^God says, line 7; I don’t care ꞌwhat 

^man says, line 9; I ꞌgot to do what ^God says, line 14) and indicates that he will “do what 

^God says” (line 7) even if it means breaking the shelter’s rules (I know we got these ꞌru:les, 

but, lines 15-16), he strengthens his critique of the shelter staff. By demonstrating that he— 

an individual who is “not quite there” (Example 5.3)—recognizes what is “^right” (line 4), 

he positions the shelter staff as more incomplete in their spiritual transformation than he is in 

his own process.  

At discussed in Chapter 4, at this faith-based shelter, staff members gained their 

authority from their established positions as born-again Christians. Given this position of 

authority, The Haven’s staff were expected to have a more thorough understanding of the 

Bible than the residents did; their inconsistency in upholding “what the ^Bible says” (line 1) 

thus called their identities both as shelter gatekeepers and as Evangelicals into question. In 

Example 5.6, Chris concludes by highlighting this discrepancy between the shelter staff’s 

authoritative roles and their apparent lack of knowledge of Jesus’ teachings. Smiling, he 

acknowledges The Haven’s rules (line 15) but challenges the shelter staff to identify scripture 
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that supports the shelter’s policy (Tell me what me what ꞌrule I broke .. in the ^Bible by 

ꞌhelping this person, line 19).  

Similarly, Jade, the young African American woman who in Chapter 4 observed that 

Programmers who had overcome addictions acted as though they were in charge of the other 

residents (Example 4.13), was critical of any staff member who did or said something “un-

Christian.” In her interview, she relayed to me how a staff member (whose identity she did 

not reveal to me) had threatened to place an official note in her shelter file when she once 

arrived late for the evening check-in—a threat that, in Jade’s view, contradicted Jesus’ 

teachings. As Jade observed, the staff member should simply have reminded her about the 

check-in requirement, “even if you have to remind me ten times…’cause they say in the 

Bible that Jesus say, ‘Forgive people.’” Pointing out the degree to which the staff had 

diverged from the very gospel that they taught at the shelter, she laughingly added, “That’s 

what you all want to quote on. So it does say you’re supposed to give ’em seventy times 

seven times.” Here, Jade is alluding to Matthew 18:21-22, cited below in the King James 

Version: 

21 Then came Peter to him, and said, Lord, how oft shall my brother sin   

    against me, and I forgive him? till seven times?  
22 Jesus saith unto him, I say not unto thee, Until seven times: but, Until  

    seventy times seven. 

 

Jade’s critique of the staff member who reprimanded her had multiple simultaneous 

functions. Not only did she position herself as familiar with God’s Word through her ability 

to quote the gospel, but she additionally positioned the staff member who reprimanded her as 

lacking in at least one of two essential Christian qualities: being familiar with all of Jesus’ 

teachings and adhering to those teachings. Either of these assertions, if demonstrated to be 
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true, would be viewed as critical flaws in the Christian identity of the staff member and 

would thus call into question their sincerity as a transformed Christian.  

By quoting Jesus’ words in Matthew 18:22 and specifically the phrase seventy times 

seven, Jade also displayed that she had been familiar with the Bible prior to arriving at The 

Haven. In my fieldwork, I observed that the version of the Bible utilized at The Haven was 

the New International Version, which translates Matthew 18:22 as “Jesus answered, ‘I tell 

you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times.’” A number of different versions of the Bible 

render this passage with the phrase seventy times seven, and I do not know which Bible 

version or versions Jade had read. However, her word choice indicated that she was not 

relying solely on the New International Version used at The Haven, lending strength to her 

claim that she had “always been a Christian.” Like Chris, Jade thus suggested that she was 

more familiar and aligned with God’s Word than the staff members who had authority at the 

shelter.  

 Residents’ critiques of The Haven’s staff indicated that they expected staff members 

to be beyond reproach in their spiritual transformations and completely aligned with God’s 

Will due to their longstanding status as born-again Evangelicals. In accordance with The 

Haven’s own ideology, staff members who had been fully transformed by God would never 

diverge from their professed alignment with God’s Will. Thus, by positioning themselves as 

more knowledgeable about the Bible than the shelter staff were, residents challenged staff 

members’ essential identities as sincere Christians.  

Residents’ higher expectation regarding the sincerity of the shelter staff made sense 

given the staff’s authority in the shelter context. These expectations also provided additional 

evidence that residents contextualized their own spiritual transformation within the 
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framework of their self-sufficing, rehabilitative process. Residents at The Haven were 

necessarily embedded in their positions as homeless individuals, but the shelter staff were 

not. As Evangelical and institutional authorities who were the gatekeepers to residents’ own 

recovery process, from the standpoint of the residents the shelter staff had no reason to be 

incomplete in their transformation as Evangelicals. Meanwhile, residents viewed the 

symmetry between their gradual progression towards self-sufficiency and their spiritual 

transformation as logical and inevitable in the context of The Haven. The shelter staff, 

however, failed to recognize the challenges the residents faced as homeless individuals going 

through a process of recovery. Instead, they adamantly interpreted residents’ incomplete 

transformations as failures. The shelter staff and residents thus each expected the other to be 

flawless Christians, despite a common Evangelical ideology that it is an ongoing struggle to 

be a perfect and unwavering Christian (Balmer 2014[1989]). In the following section, I 

discuss the ways that The Haven’s fundamental Baptist staff—as well as those residents who 

professed themselves to be completely spiritually transformed—gauged residents’ 

transformations strictly through the Evangelical framework of sincerity.  

The Transformation Process as Insincere Evangelicalism 

While it is not uncommon for Evangelicals to describe the inconsistencies in their Christian 

lives in terms of multiple born-again experiences (Balmer 2014[1989]), The Haven’s 

particular brand of fundamental Baptist ideology invalidated those claims. In the shelter 

staff’s view, an individual who claimed to have been reborn on more than one occasion had 

simply been insincere in their previous commitments to God, as was any resident who 

characterized their spiritual transformation as a process rather than an instantaneous change. 

God, in His infallibility, could not fail to transform someone who had opened their heart to 
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Him, and therefore the individual had to be at fault. A “true believer,” to use the terminology 

of the seminary Joe attended, is recreated in a single moment and “will never fall from 

grace.” They are instantly and irreversibly reborn.  

 Within The Haven, the potential for a resident to be insincere in their commitment to 

God was a constant concern. Not only could a resident’s insincerity reflect poorly on the 

shelter staff, the gatekeepers to The Haven’s Evangelical programs, but it could also affect 

the shelter’s standing in the local community. As discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, The Haven 

depended upon the financial support of Oak Hills and consequently was results-driven in its 

focus: Programmers were, in The Haven’s neoliberal framework, its product, the proof that 

the shelter was accomplishing its Evangelical mission. If a Programmer graduated from The 

Haven and returned to their previous habits or addictions, their insincerity would be publicly 

visible and the shelter’s authority as an Evangelical organization that prided itself in “guiding 

residents towards a relationship with God” could be questioned.  

Given the centrality of Programmers’ transformation to the shelter’s continued 

operation, The Haven’s staff constantly gauged residents’ sincerity in being born again. 

While they could not be certain that a resident had truly changed until that individual had left 

the shelter and was living on their own, the staff observed residents’ engagement with their 

faith during their time at The Haven. In addition to teaching new residents about the 

difference between “talk about religion” and “really putting our faith” in God (as Joe says in 

Example 5.1 above), the shelter staff highlighted this factor within the shelter community, 

ultimately creating a network of shelter staff and residents who were highly attuned to any 

evidence that someone might not be truly born again. Given that all Programmers had 

necessarily engaged with Evangelical linguistic practices in order to be reborn, and that those 
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practices are inherently intertextual and thus liable to be imperfect reflections of individual 

speakers’ internal states, this evidence took the form of “un-Christian” behaviors.      

 In my interviews with The Haven’s staff and with residents who positioned 

themselves as fully transformed by God, my interviewees frequently commented on the 

perceived sincerity or insincerity of other residents. In much the same way that residents 

identified inconsistencies in staff members’ Christian identities—as seen in the discussion of 

Example 5.6 above—both residents and staff members at The Haven pointed out “insincere” 

behaviors among the residents. In their critiques, fully transformed residents and the shelter 

staff highlighted individuals’ apparent apathy towards their spiritual transformation and 

interpreted residents’ incomplete transformations as intentionally duplicitous.  

Interpreting Incomplete Transformation as Apathy 

While many of The Haven’s Programmers indicated that they were working on their spiritual 

transformation but were “not quite there” yet, other Programmers interpreted their lack of 

immediate transformation as apathy towards their relationship with God. Aligning with The 

Haven’s Baptist ideology of an individual’s immediate and irreversible rebirth, these 

Programmers indicated to me that anyone who was not fully transformed simply was “not 

trying” to have a relationship with God and was thus not at The Haven “for the right 

reasons.”   

When I met with Kyle, a soft-spoken African American Programmer in his forties, he 

explained that there were Programmers in his classes who were clearly not as invested as 

others—or as he himself was. In Example 5.7, Kyle attributes those Programmers’ apparent 

insincerity to their apathy towards The Haven’s programs. Given the shelter’s faith-based 

approach in all of its programs, as well as staff members’ selection of Programmers based on 
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whether they had made a commitment to bettering themselves through a relationship with 

God, these particular Programmers’ apathy towards the programs stood out. Unlike the 

majority of Programmers, who frequently praised their coursework and carried their 

workbooks and journals with them, Kyle viewed these Programmers as “not trying.” 

EXAMPLE 5.7 

1 KYLE; It’s standing out that they’re not trying. 

2  It’s standing out tha:t, 

3  It’s very ^clear.  

4  tha:t if they could be somewhere else they would be somewhere else.  

(Kyle_062816_11:52-12:03) 

 

In this excerpt, Kyle identifies residents’ incomplete spiritual transformations as a lack of 

effort on their part. Describing residents as “not trying” (line 1), he concludes that “if they 

could be somewhere else they would be somewhere else” (line 4). Rather than engage with 

these residents about their seemingly incomplete spiritual transformation—a practice that is 

the “duty” of Evangelicals—he instead evaluates them through the shelter’s Evangelical 

discourses of sincerity. Kyle’s observation that residents’ apparent apathy is “standing out” 

(lines 1, 2) further indexes the lessons taught at The Haven: During his time as a Client, Kyle 

would have been exposed to the shelter’s distinction between “talk” about faith and “real” 

faith, and his assessment that it is “very ^clear” (line 3) that these residents do not care about 

The Haven’s programs demonstrates his own alignment with the shelter’s attention to these 

differences.  

As a participant-observer in The Haven’s community, I regularly witnessed residents’ 

and staff members’ evaluations of sincerity and their subsequent conclusions that 

Programmers who were not visibly enthusiastic about being at The Haven were not fully 

converted. A more common conclusion, however, by Programmers and staff members alike, 
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was that Programmers who were not fully transformed were intentionally deceiving the 

shelter in order to use its services.  

Interpreting Incomplete Transformation as Intentional Deceit   

In my data, the most common explanation for other Programmers’ incomplete spiritual 

transformations was that those individuals had lied about being reborn. In the Evangelical 

framework of The Haven, any inconsistency between what a resident said and what they did 

was interpreted as an initial calculated decision to deceive the shelter, “an intentional 

divergence between expression and thought” that violated the Evangelical tenet of sincerity 

(Keane 2007:210).  

Part of the complication surrounding residents’ apparent insincerity came from their 

demonstrations of their individual agency. As agents—whether self-sufficing or 

Evangelical—residents positioned themselves as individuals who made intentional decisions 

and were thus accountable for their actions (cf. Enfield and Kockelman 2017). While 

theorists have suggested that intentionality may in fact be a process rather than an immediate 

state and that individuals do not necessarily have specific goals in mind at the time of their 

actions (Giddens 1979), the Evangelical ideology propagated at The Haven denied that 

possibility. Rather, residents’ actions were interpreted through the framework of 

Evangelicalism, and if they said that they had been reborn and subsequently demonstrated in 

some way that they were not fully transformed, it was assumed that they had consciously 

misled the shelter community.   

 When I interviewed Jade, who described herself as “always” Christian, she 

commented that many of The Haven’s Programmers were pretending to be Christian when 

they in fact had not been born again. Her evidence for those Programmers’ lack of spiritual 
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rebirth was that they claimed that they had been transformed by God but still participated in 

habits and activities that they would have left behind had they truly been reborn. In Example 

5.8, Jade distinguishes between herself and those Programmers who “fake” their 

transformation, saying that she is “not going to front”—that is, she will not speak as if she is 

Christian—if she is “still doing” things that she should not be doing as a Christian. 

EXAMPLE 5.8 

1 JADE; A lot of people— 

2  they meet me:, 

3 Until they hear me ^talk. 

4  won’t even know that I have the faith that I have.= 

5 HANNAH; =Yeah.   

6 JADE; And then when I ^talk, 

7  they like <FALSETTO> “Okay,  

8  she has faith.=  

 9 HANNAH;   Yeah.= 

10 JADE; =That’s cool </>.” 

11  I’m not going_to ^fake it, 

12  I’m not going_to front.=  

13 HANNAH; =Yeah. 

14 JADE;  If I’m- if I’m still ^doing what I ꞌdo,  

15  I’m not going_to ^fake it like I’m, 

16 HANNAH; Yeah. 

17 JADE; Just ^into church. 

18  like ^that.  

(Jade_052616_1:08:57-1:09:12) 

 

Jade’s representation of Programmers’ Christian speech as a façade indexes The Haven’s 

attention to language in questions of Evangelical sincerity. Identifying her own Christianity 

as internal (A lot of people—they meet me; Until they hear me ^talk. won’t even know that I 

have the faith that I have, lines 1-4), she criticizes Programmers who are ostentatious in their 

demonstrations of faith (Just ^into church, line 17; going_to ^fake it, line 11; going_to front, 
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line 12). Through her talk she thus indicates that, to her, being Christian is a personal and 

internal experience that neither requires nor allows a “front” (line 12).   

 Jade’s reference to Programmers who are “just ^into church” (line 17) and “still 

^doing what” they have always done (14) furthers her evaluation of them as insincere. While 

those Programmers display their newfound Christianity—as evidenced by Jade’s contrasting 

observation that people do not even know she has faith until she speaks (lines 1-4)—they are 

still engaged in un-Christian activities. As a result of the divergence between their 

representation of themselves and their actions, Jade concludes that they cannot be sincere in 

their faith.  

 Lane, the female Programmer who was preparing to move out of the Haven at the 

time of our interview, likewise commented on Programmers’ apparent insincerity. Her 

discussion of residents’ sincerity as born-again Evangelicals, unprompted by me in the 

interview, underscores the salience of this issue within The Haven’s community. Even as she 

was preparing to leave the shelter, she was actively engaged with its Evangelical assessment 

of residents and the possibility that Programmers may be insincere in their spiritual 

transformation. Likening residents’ experiences being born again to “people in jail who find 

Jesus and then forget about Him,” Lane observed that there was no way to know if a 

Programmer had truly been saved. In Example 5.9, she explains that only the individual 

Programmer knows “whether or not it’s genuine.”  

EXAMPLE 5.9 

1 LANE; Whether or not it’s genuine, 

2  I don’t know.  

3  And— 

4  Whether or not they’re going_to keep it when they leave? 

5  Only they know.  

(Lane_080916_21:47-22:05) 
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Lane’s observation regarding Programmers’ potential insincerity furthers the idea Jade posed 

above that residents might be “faking” their spiritual transformation: As Lane says, “only 

they know” (line 5) whether their faith is “genuine” (line 1) and whether they are going to 

“keep it when they leave” the shelter (line 4). Her assessment of these Programmers is thus 

based on the ideology that agents are fully aware of their intentions before they act, both in 

the sense that these Programmers were expected to be appropriately sincere in their initial 

conversion and that they necessarily know whether they intend to “keep” (line 4) their faith 

once they leave The Haven.  

As stated previously, the possibility of Programmers’ intentional deceit was of 

particular concern to The Haven’s staff due to their position as gatekeepers of the shelter’s 

Evangelical community. Not surprisingly given the shelter staff’s close attention to the 

spiritual transformation of the shelter residents, this topic also came up unsolicited in my 

interview with Joe. During a long conversation about the importance of faith in recovery, I 

shared a personal story about a family member who, with the help of the Catholic Church, 

transformed from a recidivist to a community role model and even had his criminal history 

expunged by a judge. When I asked Joe if he had seen anything similar happen with The 

Haven’s graduates, he confirmed that some Programmers had their criminal records 

expunged and that the shelter staff were often called on in court to provide testimony on 

individuals’ transformation.  

Without any additional prompting on my part, however, Joe then added that some 

residents who made it through the program and had their records expunged returned to their 

old habits, revealing that they had never really been saved. In Joe’s Evangelical ideology, 

those residents “fake us out and they’re not really changed”; they had simply tricked the staff 
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into believing they were transformed through Christ in order to enlist the shelter’s help in 

acquiring housing and other services. In Example 5.10, Joe explains that some residents 

“dupe” the staff and achieve this intentional deceit by saying what they think the staff “want 

them to say, so that we’ll go to bat for them.” 

EXAMPLE 5.10 

1 JOE;  And the hard part is that we .. get dope- duped a lot.  

2  You know. 

3  We get people who, 

4  ^say what .. they think we want to say— 

5  want them to say, 

6  So that we’ll go to bat for_them, 

7  an— 

8  and then they relapse, 

9  or they— 

10  go right back into the old behavior.  

(Joe_062816_31:25-31:42) 

 

In his characterization of residents’ relapses as “duping” (we .. get dope- duped  lot, line 1), 

Joe positions such residents as agents making conscious decisions to deceive the shelter staff. 

When he then elaborates that these residents trick the staff “so that we’ll go to bat for_them” 

(line 6), he underscores their position as agents.   

Joe’s perspective that the shelter residents are intentionally manipulating the shelter 

staff indexes existing discourses of deviancy surrounding homelessness as well as the 

potential implications of the opportunism demanded by neoliberalism. A plethora of recent 

scholarly studies demonstrate that homeless individuals are—and, indeed, must be, due to the 

inherent constraints of their position—adept at negotiating their perceived identities (Lee et 

al. 2010; McCarthy 2013) and “at least present themselves as embracing the shelter’s goal” 

(Meanwell 2013:445) even if they do not in fact do so. Joe’s characterization of residents as 
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“duping” the staff thus suggests that he may not acknowledge the shelter’s operational 

requirement that residents engage with Evangelical ideology in order to access services. 

Furthermore, Joe’s characterization of individuals who “say what they think we want 

to say- want them to say” (lines 4-5) also indexes the Evangelical focus on words and Joe’s 

previous observation in Example 5.1 above that talk about religion is not the same as “really 

putting our faith” in God. Despite his efforts to “guide” residents past mere talk about 

religion (as he says in Example 5.1), the inherent emphasis on language in Evangelical 

practice requires individuals to engage with existing texts in their demonstrations of faith 

(Keane 2002), and discourses of sincerity firmly position individuals as evaluable based on 

their status as speakers (Keane 2007). The “duping” that Joe mentions is a result of 

Programmers’ words appearing sincere enough to convince the shelter staff—the gatekeepers 

to The Haven’s resources and advocacy—that the speaker has been saved (cf. Keane 2007). 

However, it is ultimately unknown if an individual is going “to keep it when they leave,” as 

Lane observes in Example 5.9 above, until they leave the shelter.  

 Thus, despite residents’ contextualization of their spiritual transformation in their 

position as homeless individuals, The Haven’s staff continued to evaluate them in 

Evangelical terms. For this reason, the shelter staff and Programmers who had already 

completed their spiritual transformation were highly suspicious of residents who did not 

match their expectations of born-again individuals. If a resident was not instantly and 

permanently transformed, according to this reasoning, they simply could not have been 

sincere to begin with.  

The shelter’s discourses of sincerity and Programmers’ depictions of their 

transformations as ongoing processes aligned, however, in their emphasis on the individual 
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resident’s responsibility for their spiritual transformation. In the next section, I conclude my 

analysis of the contrasting ideologies surrounding residents’ Evangelical rebirth with an 

example demonstrating their alignment on this issue.   

Neoliberal Expectations of Individual Responsibility at The Haven 

As illustrated throughout this dissertation, The Haven’s adherence to Evangelical ideologies 

was accompanied by neoliberal discourses of individual responsibility and accountability. In 

their identity as homeless shelter residents, individuals at The Haven were expected to prove 

their worth as recipients of aid and to overcome their addictions and their homelessness on 

their own. While Evangelical ideology identifies God’s role in helping individuals transcend 

their past, it, too, places the burden of proof on the individual: It is up to the individual to 

establish and then maintain the requisite relationship with God.  

 While these discourses of responsibility were implied in staff and residents’ 

evaluation of residents’ sincerity as Christians, they were explicitly addressed in my 

interview with Lane. At various points in the interview, Lane distinguished between residents 

who had “proven themselves” and those who had not: the former had established a sincere 

relationship with God, completed one of the shelter’s programs, and become self-sufficient; 

the latter she discursively cast aside as “any old Client.” When I questioned Lane about the 

faith-based aspect of The Haven, she commented that residents “get a big dose of Jesus here” 

but that many of them go back to their old habits once they leave the shelter. In Example 

5.11, Lane explains that residents who are “really ready to change” will be successful at The 

Haven and, at my prompting, she confirms that it is up to the individual to make that change 

in their own life.  

EXAMPLE 5.11 
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1    LANE;  But if you’re really ^ready. 

2   To ^change: an— 

3   Get your life back, 

4   This place will work for you.  

5    HANNAH; So everything the ^shelter is doing .. is [good.] 

6    LANE;               [Right.] 

7    HANNAH; So it’s on the .. individual ^Client[2s]— 

8    LANE;            [2Right.]  

9    HANNAH; to make the change.  

10  LANE;  Right. 

11    Right. 

(Lane_080916_22:45-23:02) 

 

In this excerpt, Lane argues that The Haven’s faith-based programs will enable an individual 

to change their life (This place will work for you, line 4). When I ask for clarification, saying, 

“So everything the ^shelter is doing .. is good” (line 5), she confirms this (Right, line 6); and 

when I rephrase my question, this time calling attention to the individual’s role through 

emphatic stress (So it’s on the .. individual ^Clients—to make the change, lines 7, 9), she 

agrees once again. Her explicit characterization of Clients’ responsibilities indexes both 

Evangelical and neoliberal ideologies.  

 Although The Haven’s staff and many of its residents held conflicting beliefs about 

the temporal element of an individual’s spiritual transformation, both groups thus 

emphasized the individual’s role in establishing a relationship with God and thereby 

changing their lives. The difference was in their valuation of residents who were not 

immediately and visibly—that is, through behavior that matched their words—transformed 

upon accepting Jesus into their hearts, with staff viewing such residents as insincere in their 

faith and thus to blame for their as-yet-incomplete spiritual transformation.  
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Conclusion 

While Chapters 3 and 4 demonstrate that the shelter’s residents and the staff co-constructed 

residents’ identities through a negotiation of Evangelical and neoliberal ideologies, the 

analysis presented in this chapter indicates that residents’ and staff members’ expectations 

did not always align. At The Haven, residents contextualized their spiritual recovery within 

the framework of neoliberal ideologies of self-sufficiency, which conflicted with the shelter 

staff’s Evangelical conviction that individuals should experience an instantaneous and 

permanent rebirth. With the shelter staff’s adamant adherence to Evangelical ideologies and 

their evaluation of residents based on related discourses of individuals’ sincerity, the result 

was that The Haven’s residents were evaluated in terms that did not capture their experience 

as homeless individuals.  

 The Haven’s binary division of residents as either sincere or duplicitous may be 

troubling in the context of a homeless shelter. In addition to perpetuating discourses that 

represent homeless individuals as deviant (Toft 2014) and potentially manipulative 

(Desjarlais 1996; McCarthy 2014), this evaluation professes to know residents’ internal states 

and places constraints on those thoughts based on the Evangelical ideology of sincerity and 

its inherent connection to intentionality. As Carr (2006:631) observes in her study of an 

outpatient drug treatment program, service providers’ language ideologies presuppose that 

clients’ language "refers to preexisting phenomena, and that the phenomena to which it refers 

are internal to speakers.” As Carr explains, however, these ideological presuppositions limit 

service providers’ evaluation of clients because they prevent the consideration of possible 

internal states that are not accepted by those ideologies. At The Haven, the staff members’ 

conviction that residents must be either perfectly sincere or completely deceitful presupposed 
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that residents made conscious, intentional decisions to be honest or not when they stated that 

they accepted Jesus into their hearts; their Baptist ideology prevented them from recognizing 

a third option, that residents were genuine in their commitment to God but that, for them, 

their spiritual transformation was a long-term process.   

  The Haven’s continued emphasis on neoliberal discourses of individual 

responsibility, highlighted throughout this dissertation, is particularly difficult to reconcile 

with the shelter staff’s evaluation of residents’ presumed sincerity. While existing research 

demonstrates that homeless individuals cannot successfully forbear addictions and other 

habits without first acquiring improved material circumstances such as their own housing 

(Rayburn and Wright 2009), at The Haven, it was the residents’ responsibility to be 

transformed, both by establishing the ideologically requisite relationship with God and by 

overcoming their sinful pasts. If residents did not instantly transcend the harmful parts of 

their past lives, they were identified as failures, either apathetic towards improving their lives 

or, worse, intentionally deceiving those who wanted to help them. In the following chapter, I 

expound this final point and address the ways in which the religious-neoliberal framework of 

The Haven perpetuated stigmas surrounding homeless individuals’ agency.  
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion: Problematizing the Religious-Neoliberal Homeless Shelter 

 

This dissertation has illustrated the process through which residents at The Haven, a 

fundamental Baptist shelter in Oak Hills, Texas, negotiated and maintained concurrent 

alignments with the Evangelical and neoliberal ideologies of the shelter as they progressed 

through its long-term rehabilitation programs. The religious-neoliberal context of the 

research site complicates the issues of agency, intentionality, religion, and conversion that 

previous studies have discussed: In the context of The Haven, the social services structure of 

the organization was embedded within Evangelical ideologies of agency and individual 

transformation, often rendering the task of distinguishing between the religious and service 

aspects of the shelter seemingly impossible. As this dissertation demonstrates, however, a 

sociocultural-linguistic examination of the speech employed by the residents and staff at The 

Haven in interviews with me and in interaction with one another allows for these subtle 

distinctions to be identified. My inclusion of interviews with staff members as well as my 

own observations from my time as a volunteer at the shelter contributed to the strength of the 

analysis by shedding light on the ways in which the shelter staff influenced residents’ 

construction of their identities. In my ethnographic work, I identified key sources of 

influence at The Haven, including program curricula and staff members’ direct 

encouragement of Evangelical practices as well as the neoliberal and corporate structure of 

the shelter itself.   

In this chapter, I summarize the findings from my ethnographic research at The 

Haven. I begin by reiterating the analytic contribution of each chapter and its connection to 
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the larger theoretical argument. I then address the benefits and implications of a faith-based 

approach to serving the homeless population. I problematize the addition of neoliberal 

ideologies in the faith-based context and discuss how the intersection of these ideologies 

informs scholarly understanding of homeless individuals’ agency and of their rehabilitation 

process more broadly. Finally, I address the implications of these findings for future policy 

and practice.  

Concurrent Agencies  

The first contribution of this dissertation is to the theoretical discussion of human agency in 

linguistic anthropology. While a substantial body of literature on agency exists in the field, 

no work has explicitly investigated what I have called the concurrent agency evidenced by 

homeless individuals in this project. Thus, Chapter 3 argued for an expanded understanding 

of agency that captures the shelter residents’ negotiation of concurrent identities as homeless 

individuals agentively utilizing shelter services and as newly reborn Evangelicals agentively 

seeking a personal relationship with God. As this dissertation has shown, these individuals 

discursively indexed the conflicting neoliberal and Evangelical ideologies of self-sufficiency 

and spiritual salvation in their talk about their own actions and decisions: As service-oriented 

agents, shelter residents demonstrated their ability to complete the shelter programs and 

become self-sufficient; as salvation-oriented agents, they agentively prioritized God’s Will 

and aligned themselves with it. 

 Similarly, The Haven’s residents engaged with Evangelical and neoliberal ideologies 

of worth as they navigated the shelter’s intake, probationary, and program phases. As I 

argued in Chapter 4, as service-worthy Clients residents demonstrated that they were 

deserving of the services offered by the shelter; then, as salvation-worthy Programmers they 
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positioned themselves as transformed through God, thus earning the Christian communion 

that The Haven provided. Engaging with relevant local ideologies, Programmers at The 

Haven portrayed their self-worth in terms of the Evangelical ideology of spiritual rebirth: 

From the perspective of their newfound Christian understanding of the world, they reframed 

their past behaviors as misguided, rather than as intentionally harmful, and contrasted their 

previous needs and desires with the security they found as children of God. While the former 

scenario—residents demonstrating a “service-worthy” identity—has been documented in 

previous research on homelessness (Meanwell 2013), this dissertation offers a 

complementary identity, the salvation-worthy self, and analyzes the interplay between the 

two.  

Although Programmers were thus encouraged to shift their focus from demonstrating 

their need for services to displaying their participation in the Christian practices of the 

shelter, their position as homeless individuals affected their valuation of worth. Hence, while 

Programmers indexed Evangelical ideologies in their depiction of their own worth, they 

demonstrated continued attention to the past in their valuation of others. Ultimately, they 

established an interpersonal hierarchy in which those individuals who had overcome the 

largest obstacles were most valued, thus situating the Evangelical ideologies of the shelter in 

their rehabilitative process.   

As demonstrated in Chapter 5, residents’ continued emphasis on the homeless aspect 

of their identities was at odds with The Haven’s Evangelical ideology of instantaneous 

transformation. While The Haven’s staff identified residents’ arrival at the shelter as their 

moment of spiritual rebirth, residents’ retrospective depictions of their salvation as ranging 

from a specific date to a general period of time suggested that their “transformation” was 
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more accurately represented as a process than as a born-again moment; their faith developed 

over time, not all at once. This adaptation of the born-again experience made sense in light of 

residents’ attention to both the service-based and faith-based functions of the shelter in all 

aspects of their talk with me. Within the Evangelical ideology that governed The Haven’s 

division of Clients and Programmers, however, Programmers who positioned themselves as 

undergoing a long-term spiritual recovery were suspect in the eyes of the shelter community.  

The root of this temporal conflict appeared to rest in the Evangelical focus on 

linguistic practices. In accordance with the Evangelical ideology of the “sincere speaker,” 

one whose words perfectly match their inner states (e.g., Keane 2002), the staff at The Haven 

took residents’ verbal prayers accepting Jesus as evidence of the instantaneous 

transformation propagated by Evangelical ideology. As a result, if a professed born-again 

resident appeared not to be wholly converted, their entire Christian identity was called into 

question; if they seemed insincere later, others believed, they could not have been sincere in 

their initial rebirth. Crucially, in the specific context of The Haven any un-Christian action 

was viewed as an intentional deceit, rather than as the result of the economic, medical, social, 

or other external factors that individuals faced when they left the shelter. To this end, 

residents who may not have been fully secure in their faith were considered duplicitous and 

as a result were occasionally prevented from receiving all of the shelter’s services. 

While the Evangelical ideologies that permeated The Haven thus impacted residents’ 

experience as homeless individuals pursuing self-sufficiency, they also increased residents’ 

sense of self-worth. The following section addresses the benefits of these Evangelical 

ideologies that residents identified in their interviews with me.  
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Benefits and Implications of the Faith-Based Approach  

The appeal of Evangelicalism in general and of The Haven in particular to an impoverished 

and marginalized population is abundantly evident. As residents at The Haven told me, every 

person who went to the shelter arrived “broken”; after months or years of living on the 

streets, they had reached their own personal “rock bottom.” In that moment, when everything 

seemed bleak, The Haven’s structured days and highly engaged community helped residents 

feel at home, and the supportive environment and sense of purpose of the other residents 

were welcome alternatives to the hardships inherent to their homelessness. In our interviews, 

residents frequently identified three specific benefits of the faith-based aspect of the shelter: 

forgiveness, peace, and fellowship.  

To the residents at The Haven, the idea that someone could or would forgive them for 

their past actions was foreign, and the belief that God, the ultimate authority figure, would 

forgive them was life-changing. The Evangelical promise of God’s forgiveness for anyone 

who sincerely repents of their sins meant that, no matter what the residents had said or done 

in the past, they could and would be forgiven. In their talk about how their self-image had 

changed since they had been born again, residents indicated that this forgiveness enabled 

them to begin the journey towards letting go of their past mistakes.  

In addition to promising forgiveness, the presence of Evangelicalism at The Haven 

instilled a sense of calm in residents. While in the past residents had faced periods of 

uncertainty about their futures, the teachings at The Haven reassured them that their lives 

would be complete and that they would be taken care of as long as they had faith in God and 

in the plan He had set for their lives. Faith thus benefited The Haven’s residents by providing 
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them with the security they needed to stop trying to control everything and, instead, to start 

focusing on themselves and on their own personal development. 

Furthermore, due to the fellowship it created within the shelter as well as its 

connections to the housed citizens of Oak Hills, Evangelicalism provided The Haven’s 

residents with a sense of community that many of them had never known. Residents relayed 

to me how much they valued the fellowship they had acquired at The Haven, describing 

fellow Clients and Programmers as “the sister they never had” or as their “new family,” and 

they almost exclusively identified the shared testimonies and resulting feeling of 

commonality as their favorite aspect of the shelter. Evangelicalism also bridged the gap 

between the shelter and the world that the residents would soon reenter; by establishing 

connections with local churches and congregants during their time at The Haven, residents 

were able to construct an external support system that would be available to them when they 

left the shelter and reentered the larger society (Harris et al. 2013). To the homeless 

individuals at The Haven, Evangelicalism thus provided something they had not previously 

had, a tool that would help them in their quest to be fully functioning and independent 

members of society.   

Finally, The Haven’s dichotomous attribution of individuals’ past mistakes to the 

individuals themselves and of their successes to God—influenced as it was by the 

Evangelical denial of self-sufficiency—may in fact have been motivating to some of the 

shelter’s residents. The idea that they could overcome their “bad decisions” through the 

establishment of personal relationships with God and that, with God’s help, they would not 

make those same mistakes again, may have provided them with encouragement and 

confidence that they did not experience in other aspects of their lives.   
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While this and other studies recognize the benefits of utilizing a faith-based approach 

in serving homeless people (Lewinson, Hurt, and Hughes 2015; Washington et al. 2009; 

Williams and Lindsey 2006), the inherent vulnerability of this population raises concerns 

about The Haven’s focus on faith in all of its programs. Although the shelter residents who 

participated in this study stated that they supported the faith-based dimension of the shelter, 

some expressed disagreement with The Haven’s forceful method of encouraging that faith, 

such as in Jade’s depiction of The Haven’s brand of Christianity as a façade; in Jade’s view, 

many Programmers had adopted the shelter’s Christian language without truly understanding 

what faith should (or could) be.  

It is significant that these comments and conflicting perspectives were not framed 

with the goal of implementing changes; rather, the critical comments that arose in my 

interviews were shared in private conversations that had the added security of guaranteed 

confidentiality. Whether willingly or not, each resident necessarily operated within the 

constraints of The Haven’s dogma, a practice that has been found in previous research on 

homeless services (e.g., Carr 2011). For a shelter resident, disobeying The Haven’s rules 

could result in their losing access to services they desperately needed; the external 

motivations for residents to adopt the linguistic and social practices of the shelter were thus 

undeniable. However, contrary to the Evangelical expectations of The Haven, residents’ 

negotiation of the shelter’s requirements did not necessarily indicate intent to deceive or 

manipulate the shelter staff. On the contrary, this and previous studies of homeless shelters 

suggest that the problem lies not with the residents but with the operational structure of the 

service organization, which forces clients to accommodate its demands.  
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Other concerns with The Haven’s use of faith lie with the shelter staff’s differential 

treatment of residents who did not visibly adhere to the Evangelical ideologies of the shelter 

by demonstrating “Victory”—in the CEO’s terminology—over their past lifestyles and by 

embodying piety in the present. The shelter staff’s prioritization of Evangelicalism as well as 

their dismissal of the societal and structural causes of homelessness led them to assume that 

all residents would be able to overcome external obstacles solely through religion, an issue 

that has been discussed in other critiques of faith-based homeless shelters (Stivers 2008). The 

irony of this paradigm, however, is that it is inherently un-Evangelical in nature, because the 

foundational tenets of Evangelicalism are the beliefs that it is never too late for an individual 

to be truly saved and that all of humankind should assist in saving those who have not yet 

been saved (e.g., Harding 2000). The shelter staff’s evaluation of residents as duplicitous 

simply because they did not yet appear wholly transformed thus goes against 

Evangelicalism’s inclusive ideologies. In light of these issues, future research could 

investigate whether secular organizations provide the same benefits experienced by The 

Haven’s residents without the evaluative aspect mandated by Evangelical ideology. For the 

homeless population of Oak Hills, however, this was a moot point, as no secular services 

were available to homeless individuals in that region of Texas.  

Despite these complications, the appropriateness of The Haven’s faith-based 

approach within its local community must be acknowledged. Previous scholars have argued 

that rehabilitation programs for homeless individuals should be culturally relevant (Baggerly 

and Zalaquett 2006; Kilmer et al. 2012; Patterson et al. 2014; Reitz-Pustejovsky 2002), and 

The Haven satisfied this criterion in Oak Hills. The Haven’s emphasis on Evangelical 

ideologies and linguistic practices prepared the residents for membership within the deeply 
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religious—and primarily Evangelical—region in which they lived. However, this approach 

did not take residents’ continued identities as homeless individuals into account, thereby 

calling into question the relevance of The Haven’s programs to homeless individuals’ 

ultimate rehabilitation. The Evangelical ideology that informed the shelter staff’s evaluation 

of residents as insincere placed additional demands on the already complex and difficult 

experience of overcoming homelessness. Although The Haven’s staff argued that the faith-

based aspect of the shelter facilitated residents’ recovery—indeed, faith was the primary 

rehabilitative resource advocated by The Haven—the complications that Evangelical 

ideology posed for residents’ progression towards self-sufficiency suggest that the benefit 

may not always have outweighed the cost.  

The sociocultural-linguistic approach employed in this dissertation thus furthers 

scholarly understanding of homelessness and homeless individuals’ recovery process. By 

taking the sociocultural context of The Haven into account throughout the analysis, this 

dissertation demonstrates the relevance of the shelter’s prevalent Evangelical ideologies to 

the local community as well as the ways in which those ideologies did not benefit the 

homeless population the shelter served. This analytic approach additionally enabled an 

examination of the ways in which the Evangelical ideology employed in the shelter programs 

interacted with the dominant neoliberal ideologies of the shelter’s corporate structure. The 

synchronic nature of this study, though limiting in that it did not capture the long-term 

development and retrospective understanding of the participants, allowed for a closer look at 

the intersection of these ideologies in the homeless shelter context—an examination that has 

been missing from the literature on homeless shelters and services (Hackworth 2012).  
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Problematizing the Religious-Neoliberal Homeless Shelter  

As discussed in the previous literature on religious neoliberalism (e.g., Hackworth 2012), the 

relationship between neoliberalism and faith-based organizations is symbiotic yet inherently 

complex. At The Haven, the contrasting ideologies resonated with each other and with the 

shelter context in their mutual encouragement of individual responsibility and self-

marketability. In their interviews with me, the shelter residents and staff indexed neoliberal 

and Evangelical ideologies in their discursive construction of residents’ identity: As agentive 

individuals, residents simultaneously used shelter resources and relationships with God to 

improve their lives, and as linguistically savvy Evangelicals, they furthered the shelter’s 

corporate-yet-Evangelical mission. Contrary to the previous observation (cf. Mulder 2004) 

that faith-based shelters inherently limit the agency of the individuals they serve, The 

Haven’s Evangelical ideology demanded that residents be agentive. At the intersection of 

Evangelical and neoliberal ideology, homeless individuals were not only independent agents 

but also valuable representatives of the shelter and its cause.  

However, the inherent contradiction of religious neoliberalism posed serious 

challenges for The Haven’s residents. While The Haven’s Evangelical ideologies denied the 

possibility of true self-sufficiency, its neoliberal ideologies encouraged residents’ pursuit of 

this goal. This paradox affected residents on multiple levels: Residents’ pursuit of self-

sufficiency as their ultimate goal and their subsequent interpretation of their spiritual 

recovery as a process prompted negative evaluation from the shelter’s gatekeeping service 

providers; similarly, residents’ continued orientation to their position as homeless individuals 

and the neoliberal ideology of self-sufficiency affected their involvement in the shelter’s 

Evangelical community. Ultimately, residents’ discursive construction of their concurrent 
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identities revealed that they were not as affected by the shelter’s religious ideology as 

previous research on faith-based shelters suggests. Throughout their time at the shelter, 

residents remained focused on their identities as homeless individuals pursuing long-term 

self-sufficiency, suggesting that the additional neoliberal characteristics of The Haven 

prevented Evangelical ideologies from dominating the lives and identities of the shelter 

residents.  

The analysis in this dissertation indicates that dominant neoliberal ideologies in the 

United States are influencing homeless individuals to the extent that even the pervasiveness 

of Evangelicalism cannot outweigh their awareness of their present economic situation and 

consequently their pursuit of self-sufficiency. While The Haven’s staff provided what they 

believed was an immediate fix to residents’ situation in the form of spiritual rebirth, residents 

remained focused on their long-term self-sustainability and on the very real obstacles in their 

path. Despite the efforts of The Haven and the promises of Evangelicalism, residents’ 

homelessness could not be transcended through faith alone.  

Finally, religious neoliberalism, while emphasizing the individual in terms of their 

responsibility and self-sufficiency, is inherently impersonal in nature. In the context of 

homelessness and homeless rehabilitation, religious-neoliberal discourses underscore the 

individual’s role in becoming homeless and subsequently exiting homelessness, yet deny that 

the individual’s progression in and through homelessness is unique and personal to them. In 

lieu of the impersonal discourses and demands of religious neoliberalism, rehabilitation 

programs serving the homeless population should implement a more personal approach to 

exiting homelessness. An approach that allows individuals to express their unique 

experiences with homelessness and engages affected individuals in discussions of the 
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structural factors that contribute to their homelessness could have substantial benefits. 

Through such an approach, individuals could learn not only to distinguish between their own 

role in becoming homeless and the external obstacles they face to maintaining self-

sufficiency but also to recognize future obstacles and their own ability to overcome those 

obstacles as they strive to exit homelessness.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



200 

 

References 

 

Ahearn, Laura M. 2010. “Agency and Language.” In Jürgen Jaspers, Jan-Ola Östman and Jef 

Verscheuren (Eds.), Handbook of Pragmatics Highlights 7: Society and Language 

Use, 28–48. Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company.  

Amster, Randall. 2003. “Patterns of Exclusion: Sanitizing Space, Criminalizing 

Homelessness.” Social Justice 30 (1 (91)): 195–221. 

Austin, J.L. 1962. How to Do Things with Words. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press. 

Baggerly, Jennifer, and Carlos P. Zalaquett. 2006. “A Descriptive Study of Single Adults in 

Homeless Shelters: Increasing Counselors’ Knowledge and Social Action.” Journal 

of Multicultural Counseling and Development 34 (3): 155–67.  

Balmer, Randall Herbert. 2014[1989]. Mine Eyes Have Seen the Glory: A Journey into the 

Evangelical Subculture in America. 25th Anniversary Edition. New York: Oxford 

University Press. 

Bass, Ben Gray. 2009. “FaithBased Programs and Their Influence on Homelessness.” Family 

& Community Health 32 (4): 314–19. 

Bialecki, Jon, and Eric Hoenes del Pinal. 2011. “Introduction: Beyond Logos: Extensions of 

the Language Ideology Paradigm in the Study of Global Christianity(-Ies).” 

Anthropological Quarterly 84 (3): 575–93.  

Bielo, James S. 2011. “‘How Much of This Is Promise?’: God as Sincere Speaker in 

Evangelical Bible Reading.” Anthropological Quarterly 84 (3): 631–53.  

Blommaert, Jan. 2009. “A Market of Accents.” Language Policy 8: 243–59. 



201 

 

Boydell, Katherine M., Paula Goering, and Tammy L. Morrell-Bellai. 2000. “Narratives of 

Identity: Re-Presentation of Self in People Who Are Homeless.” Qualitative Health 

Research 10 (1): 26–38.  

Brubaker, Michael D., Michael Tlanusta Garrett, Edil Torres Rivera, and Kevin A. Tate. 

2010. “Justice Making in Groups for Homeless Adults: The Emancipatory 

Communitarian Way.” The Journal for Specialists in Group Work 35 (2): 124–33.  

Bucholtz, Mary. 2010. White Kids: Language, Race, and Styles of Youth Identity. New York: 

Cambridge University Press. 

Carr, E. Summerson. 2006. “‘Secrets Keep You Sick’: Metalinguistic Labor in a Drug 

Treatment Program for Homeless Women.” Language in Society 35 (5): 631–53.  

———. 2011. Scripting Addiction: The Politics of Therapeutic Talk and American Sobriety. 

Princeton: Princeton University Press.  

Cavanaugh, Jillian R., and Shalini Shankar. 2014. “Producing Materiality in Global 

Capitalism: Language, Materiality, and Value.” American Anthropologist 116 (1): 

51–64. 

Climent-Ferrando, Vicent. 2016. “Linguistic Neoliberalism in the European Union. Politics 

and Policies of the EU’s Approach to Multilingualism.” Revista de Llengua I Dret; 

Barcelona, no. 66: 1. 

Cohen, Emma. 2017. Group Exercise and Social Bonding. In Enfield, N. J., and Paul 

Kockelman (Eds.), Distributed Agency. New York: Oxford University Press. 

De Melo Resende, Viviane. 2009. “`It’s Not a Matter of Inhumanity’: A Critical Discourse 

Analysis of an Apartment Building Circular on `homeless People’.” Discourse & 

Society 20 (3): 363–79.  



202 

 

———. 2016. “Discursive Representation and Violation of Homeless People’s Rights: 

Symbolic Violence in Brazilian Online Journalism.” Discourse & Communication 10 

(6): 596–613.  

DeSante, Christopher D. 2013. “Working Twice as Hard to Get Half as Far: Race, Work 

Ethic, and America’s Deserving Poor.” American Journal of Political Science 57 (2): 

342–56.  

Desjarlais, Robert. 1996. “The Office of Reason: On the Politics of Language and Agency in 

a Shelter for ‘The Homeless Mentally Ill.’” American Ethnologist 23 (4): 880–900. 

———. 1997. Shelter Blues. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. 

———. 1999. “The Makings of Personhood in a Shelter for People Considered Homeless 

and Mentally Ill.” Ethos 27 (4): 466–89. 

Dingemanse, Mark. 2017. Brain-to-Brain Interfaces and the Role of Language in Distributing 

Agency. In Enfield, N. J., and Paul Kockelman (Eds.), Distributed Agency. New 

York: Oxford University Press. 

Du Bois, John W. 2009. Interior Dialogues: The Co-Voicing of Ritual in Solitude. Ritual 

Communication. Edited by Ellen B. Basso and Gunter Senft. Oxford: Berg. 

———. 2014. “Towards a Dialogic Syntax.” Cognitive Linguistics 25 (3): 359–410.  

Du Bois, John W., Susanna Cumming, Stephan Schuetze-Coburn, and Danae Paolino. 1992. 

“Discourse Transcription.” Santa Barbara Papers in Linguistics 4: 1–225. 

Du Bois, John W., Lorraine Edith Kumpf, and William J. Ashby. (Eds.) 2003. Preferred 

Argument Structure: Grammar as Architecture for Function. Amsterdam: John 

Benjamins Publishing Company. 



203 

 

Duranti, Alessandro. 2004. “Agency in Language.” In A Companion to Linguistic 

Anthropology, edited by Alessandro Duranti, 451–73. Oxford: Blackwell. 

Enfield, N.J. 2017. Elements of Agency. In Enfield, N. J., and Paul Kockelman (Eds.), 

Distributed Agency. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Enfield, N. J., and Paul Kockelman. 2017. Distributed Agency. Oxford University Press. 

Epel, Elissa S., Albert Bandura, and Philip G. Zimbardo. 1999. “Escaping Homelessness: 

The Influences of Self-Efficacy and Time Perspective on Coping with 

Homelessness1.” Journal of Applied Social Psychology 29 (3): 575–96. 

Fedler, Kyle D. 2006. Exploring Christian Ethics: Biblical Foundations for Morality. 

Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press. 

Fischer, Sean N., Marybeth Shinn, Patrick Shrout, and Sam Tsemberis. 2008. 

“Homelessness, Mental Illness, and Criminal Activity: Examining Patterns over 

Time.” American Journal of Community Psychology 42 (3–4): 251–65.  

Freston, Paul. 2001. Evangelicals and Politics in Asia, Africa and Latin America. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

———. 2008. Evangelical Christianity and Democracy in Latin America. New York: 

Oxford University Press. 

Giddens, Anthony. 1979. Central Problems in Social Theory: Action, Structure and 

Contradiction in Social Analysis. Berkeley: University of California Press. 

Gowan, Teresa. 2009. “New Hobos or Neo-Romantic Fantasy? Urban Ethnography beyond 

the Neoliberal Disconnect.” Qualitative Sociology 32 (3): 231–57. 



204 

 

Guyer, Jane I. 2017. Distributed Agency and Debt in the Durational Ethics of Responsibility. 

In Enfield, N. J., and Paul Kockelman (Eds.), Distributed Agency. New York: Oxford 

University Press. 

Hackworth, Jason. 2012. Faith Based: Religious Neoliberalism and the Politics of Welfare in 

the United States. Athens: University of Georgia Press. 

Handman, Courtney. 2010. Events of Translation: Intertextuality and Christian  

Ethnotheologies of Change among Guhu-Samane, Papua New Guinea. American  

Anthropologist 112 (4): 576-588.   

Harding, Susan F. 1987. “Convicted by the Holy Spirit: The Rhetoric of Fundamental Baptist 

Conversion.” American Ethnologist 14 (1): 167–81. 

———. 2000. The Book of Jerry Falwell: Fundamentalist Language and Politics. Princeton:  

Princeton University Press. 

Harris, Grant M., Rebecca S. Allen, Linda Dunn, and Patricia Parmelee. 2013. “‘Trouble 

Won’t Last Always’: Religious Coping and Meaning in the Stress Process.” 

Qualitative Health Research 23 (6): 773–81. 

Harvey, David. 2005. A Brief History of Neoliberalism. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Heller, Monica. 2010. “The Commodification of Language.” The Annual Review of 

Anthropology 39: 101–14. 

Hodge, David R., Stephanie E. Moser, and Michael S. Shafer. 2012. “Spirituality and Mental 

Health among Homeless Mothers.” Social Work Research 36 (4): 245–55.  

Hodgetts, Darrin, Andrea Cullen, and Alan Radley. 2005. “Television Characterizations of 

Homeless People in the United Kingdom.” Analyses of Social Issues and Public 

Policy 5 (1): 29–48. 



205 

 

Hoenes del Pinal, Eric. 2011. “Towards an Ideology of Gesture: Gesture, Body Movement, 

and Language Ideology among Q’eqchi-Maya Catholics.” Anthropological Quarterly 

84 (3): 595–630. 

Hoksbergen, Roland, and Noemí Espinoza Madrid. 1997. “The Evangelical Church and the 

Development of Neoliberal Society: A Study of the Role of the Evangelical Church 

and Its NGOs in Guatemala and Honduras.” The Journal of Developing Areas 32 (1): 

37–52. 

Huckin, Thomas. 2002. “Textual Silence and the Discourse of Homelessness.” Discourse & 

Society 13 (3): 347–72.  

Johnson, Byron, and William H Wubbenhorst. 2017. “Assessing the Faith-Based Response to 

Homelessness in America: Findings from Eleven Cities.” Program on Prosocial 

Behavior, Baylor Institute for Studies of Religion. 

Keane, Webb. 1997. “Religious Language.” Annual Review of Anthropology 26: 47–71. 

———. 2002. “Sincerity, ‘Modernity,’ and the Protestants.” Cultural Anthropology 17 (1): 

65–92.  

———. 2007. Christian Moderns: Freedom and Fetish in the Mission Encounter. Berkeley: 

University of California Press. 

Kilmer, Ryan P., James R. Cook, Cindy Crusto, Katherine P. Strater, and Mason G. Haber. 

2012. “Understanding the Ecology and Development of Children and Families 

Experiencing Homelessness: Implications for Practice, Supportive Services, and 

Policy.” The American Journal of Orthopsychiatry 82 (3): 389–401.  

Kirst, Maritt, Suzanne Zerger, Deborah Wise Harris, Erin Plenert, and Vicky Stergiopoulos. 

2014. “The Promise of Recovery: Narratives of Hope among Homeless Individuals 



206 

 

with Mental Illness Participating in a Housing First Randomised Controlled Trial in 

Toronto, Canada.” BMJ Open 4 (3): e004379. 

Kockelman, Paul. 2017. Gnomic Agency. In Enfield, N. J., and Paul Kockelman (Eds.), 

Distributed Agency. New York: Oxford University Press. 

———2017. Semiotic Agency. In Enfield, N. J., and Paul Kockelman (Eds.), Distributed 

Agency. New York: Oxford University Press. 

LaGory, Mark, Kevin Fitzpatrick, and Ferris Ritchey. 2001. “Life Chances and Choices:” 

Sociological Quarterly 42 (4): 633–51.  

Lee, Barrett, Kimberly Tyler, and James Wright. 2010. “The New Homelessness Revisited.” 

Sociology Department, Faculty Publications, no. Paper 127 (January).  

Leming, Laura M. 2007. “Sociological Explorations: What Is Religious Agency?” 

Sociological Quarterly 48 (1): 73–92.  

Lewinson, Terri, Katherine Hurt, and Anne K. Hughes. 2015. “‘I Overcame That with God’s 

Hand on Me’: Religion and Spirituality Among Older Adults to Cope with Stressful 

Life Situations.” Journal of Religion & Spirituality in Social Work: Social Thought 

34 (3): 285–303.  

Linguistic Society of America. 2009. “Code of Ethics Statement.” 

https://www.linguisticsociety.org/resource/ethics 

Lippert, Adam M., and Barrett A. Lee. 2015. “Stress, Coping, and Mental Health Differences 

among Homeless People.” Sociological Inquiry 85 (3): 343–74.  

Lobao, Erick G., and Alan T. Murray. 2005. “Exploratory Analysis of the Homeless Shelter 

System in Columbus, Ohio.” Geografiska Annaler: Series B, Human Geography 87 

(1): 61–73. 



207 

 

Lyon-Callo, Vincent. 2000. “Medicalizing Homelessness: The Production of Self-Blame and 

Self-Governing within Homeless Shelters.” Medical Anthropology Quarterly 14 (3): 

328–45. 

MacKnee, Chuck M., and Jennifer Mervyn. 2002. “Critical Incidents That Facilitate 

Homeless People’s Transition off the Streets.” Journal of Social Distress and the 

Homeless 11 (4): 293–306.  

Mahmood, Saba. 2001. “Feminist Theory, Embodiment, and the Docile Agent: Some 

Reflections on the Egyptian Islamic Revival.” Cultural Anthropology 16 (2): 202–36.  

Mallinson, Christine, Becky Childs, and Gerard Van Herk. 2013. Data Collection in 

Sociolinguistics: Methods and Applications. New York: Routledge. 

Marvasti, Amir B. 2002. “Constructing the Service-Worthy Homeless Through Narrative 

Editing.” Journal of Contemporary Ethnography 31 (5): 615–51.  

McCarthy, Lindsey. 2013. “Homelessness and Identity: A Critical Review of the Literature 

and Theory.” People, Place and Policy Online, 46–58. 

McNaughton, Carol. 2006. “Agency, Structure and Biography: Charting Transitions Through 

Homelessness in Late Modernity.” Auto/Biography 14: 134–52. 

Meanwell, Emily. 2013. “Profaning the Past to Salvage the Present: The Symbolically 

Reconstructed Pasts of Homeless Shelter Residents.” Symbolic Interaction 36 (4): 

439–56.  

Moffitt, Robert A. 2015. “The Deserving Poor, the Family, and the U.S. Welfare System.” 

Demography 52 (3): 729–49.  

Mulder, Mark. 2004. “Faith-Based Homeless Shelters and ‘Hyper-Institutionalization’: A 

Case Study.” Michigan Sociological Review 18: 136–65. 



208 

 

National Alliance to End Homelessness. 2016. “The State of Homelessness in America.” 

http://www.endhomelessness.org/ 

National Coalition for the Homeless. 2009. “Why Are People Homeless? Factsheet.” 

National Coalition for the Homeless. http://nationalhomeless.org/. 

National Institutes of Mental Health. 2009. “Statistics.” www.nimh.nih.gov. 

Nouvet, Elysée. 2014. “Some Carry On, Some Stay in Bed: (In)convenient Affects and 

Agency in Neoliberal Nicaragua.” Cultural Anthropology 29 (1): 80–102.  

OED Online. May 2017. Oxford University Press. http://www.oed.com.  

 

Oxhandler, Holly K., and Kenneth I. Pargament. 2014. “Social Work Practitioners’ 

Integration of Clients’ Religion and Spirituality in Practice: A Literature Review.” 

Social Work 59 (3): 271–79. 

Oxhandler, Holly K., and Danielle E. Parrish. 2016. “The Development and Validation of the 

Religious/Spiritually Integrated Practice Assessment Scale.” Research on Social 

Work Practice 26 (3): 295–307. 

Parker, Josie. 2012. “Self-Concepts of Homeless People in an Urban Setting: Processes and 

Consequences of the Stigmatized Identity.” Sociology Dissertations. 

Patterson, David A., Courtney Cronley, Stacia West, and Jennifer Lantz. 2014. “Social 

Justice Manifest: A University–Community Partnership to Promote the Individual 

Right to Housing.” Journal of Social Work Education 50 (2): 234–46.  

Petersen, Michael Bang. 2012. “Social Welfare as Small-Scale Help: Evolutionary 

Psychology and the Deservingness Heuristic.” American Journal of Political Science 

56 (1): 1–16.  



209 

 

Ransomed Heart Ministries. 2017. “Prayer to Receive Jesus Christ as Savior.” Ransomed 

Heart. https://www.ransomedheart.com/prayer/prayer-receive-jesus-christ-savior. 

Rayburn, Rachel, and James D. Wright. 2009. “Homeless Men in Alcoholics Anonymous: 

Barriers to Achieving and Maintaining Sobriety.” Journal of Applied Social Science 3 

(1): 55–70. 

Reitz-Pustejovsky, Marilyn. 2002. “Is the Care We Provide Homeless People, Just? The 

Ethic of Justice Informing the Ethic of Care.” Journal of Social Distress and the 

Homeless 11 (3): 233–48.  

Robbins, Joel. 2001. “God Is Nothing but Talk: Modernity, Language and Prayer in a Papua 

New Guinea Society.” American Anthropologist 103 (4): 901–12. 

Rossi, Giovanni, and Jörg Zinken. 2017. Social Agency and Grammar. Edited by N. J. 

Enfield and Paul Kockelman. Distributed Agency. New York: Oxford University 

Press. 

Schneider, Barbara, and Chaseten Remillard. 2013. “Caring about Homelessness: How 

Identity Work Maintains the Stigma of Homelessness.” Text & Talk 33 (1): 95–112.  

Shankar, Shalini, and Jillian R. Cavanaugh. 2012. “Language and Materiality in Global 

Capitalism.” The Annual Review of Anthropology 41: 355–69. 

Sharma, Bal Krishna, and Prem Phyak. 2017. “Neoliberalism, Linguistic Commodification, 

and Ethnolinguistic Identity in Multilingual Nepal.” Language in Society 46 (April): 

231–56. 

Shin, Hyunjung, and Joseph Sung-Yul Park. 2016. “Researching Language and 

Neoliberalism.” Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development 37 (5): 443–

52.  



210 

 

Shoaps, Robin A. 2002. “‘Pray Earnestly’: The Textual Construction of Personal 

Involvement in Pentecostal Prayer and Song.” Journal of Linguistic Anthropology 12 

(1): 34–71. 

Shpungin, Elaine, and Mikhail Lyubansky. 2006. “Navigating Social Class Roles in 

Community Research.” American Journal of Community Psychology 37 (3–4): 227–

35.  

Sidnell, Jack. 2017. Distributed Agency and Action under the Radar of Accountability. In  

Enfield, N. J., and Paul Kockelman (Eds.), Distributed Agency. New York: Oxford  

University Press. 

Smith, Benjamin. 2017. Distributed Agency in Play. In Enfield, N. J., and Paul Kockelman  

(Eds.), Distributed Agency. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Smith, Steven Rathgeb, and Michael R. Sosin. 2001. “The Varieties of Faith-Related 

Agencies.” Public Administration Review 61 (6): 651–70.  

Stivers, Laura A. 2008. “Making a Home for All in God’s Compassionate Community: A 

Feminist Liberation Assessment of Christian Responses to Homelessness and 

Housing.” Journal of the Society of Christian Ethics 28 (2): 51–74. 

Talmy, Steven. 2010. “Qualitative Interviews in Applied Linguistics: From Research 

Instrument to Social Practice.” Annual Review of Applied Linguistics 30 (March): 

128–48.  

Tarr, Bronwyn. 2017. Social Bonding Through Dance and ‘Musiking.’ In Enfield, N. J., and  

Paul Kockelman (Eds.), Distributed Agency. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Toft, Amoshaun. 2014. “Contesting the Deviant Other: Discursive Strategies for the 

Production of Homeless Subjectivities.” Discourse & Society 25 (6): 783–809.  



211 

 

Torck, Daniele. 2001. “Voices of Homeless People in Street Newspapers: A Cross-Cultural 

Exploration.” Discourse & Society 12 (3): 371–92.  

Toro, Paul A., Carolyn J. Tompsett, Sylvie Lombardo, Pierre Philippot, Hilde Nachtergael, 

Benoit Galand, Natascha Schlienz, et al. 2007. “Homelessness in Europe and the 

United States: A Comparison of Prevalence and Public Opinion.” Journal of Social 

Issues 63 (3): 505–24. 

Tsai, Jack, and Robert A. Rosenheck. 2013. “Childhood Antecedents of Incarceration and 

Criminal Justice Involvement Among Homeless Veterans.” American Journal of 

Orthopsychiatry 83 (4): 545–49.  

US Census Bureau. 2016. “Income and Poverty in the United States: 2015: Current 

Population Reports.” P60–256(RV). https://www.census.gov/ 

US Department of Housing and Urban Development. 2016. “The 2016 Annual Homeless 

Assessment Report (AHAR) to Congress.”  

VanderStouwe, Christopher Jon. 2016. “‘Straight-Ish’: Constrained Agency and the 

Linguistic Constructions of Sexual Identities, Desires, and Practices among Men 

Seeking Men.” Dissertation. University of California, Santa Barbara. ProQuest 

Dissertations & Theses.  

Warriner, Doris S. 2016. “‘Here, without English, You Are Dead’: Ideologies of Language 

and Discourses of Neoliberalism in Adult English Language Learning.” Journal of 

Multilingual and Multicultural Development 37 (5): 495–508.  

Washington, Olivia G. M., David P. Moxley, Lois Garriott, and Jennifer P. Weinberger. 

2009. “Five Dimensions of Faith and Spiritually of Older African American Women 

Transitioning out of Homelessness.” Journal of Religion and Health 48 (4): 431–44.  



212 

 

Wee, Lionel. 2016. “Language Policy, Homelessness and Neoliberal Urbanization: The Case 

of San Francisco’s Union Square.” Journal of Sociolinguistics 20 (3): 263–86.  

Will, Jeffry A. 1993. “The Dimensions of Poverty: Public Perceptions of the Deserving 

Poor.” Social Science Research; San Diego 22 (3): 312. 

Williams, Andrew, Paul Cloke, and Samuel Thomas. 2012. “Co-Constituting Neoliberalism: 

Faith-Based Organisations, Co-Option, and Resistance in the UK.” Environment and 

Planning A 44 (6): 1479–1501.  

Williams, Nancy R., and Elizabeth Lindsey. 2006. “Spirituality and Religion in the Lives of 

Runaway and Homeless Youth.” Journal of Religion & Spirituality in Social Work: 

Social Thought 24 (4): 19–38. 

Zuckerman, Charles H.P.  Disrupting Agents, Distributing Agency. In Enfield, N. J., and  

Paul Kockelman (Eds.), Distributed Agency. New York: Oxford University Press.



213 

 

Appendices 

 

 

A. Invitation to Participate in This Study 

 

Original (Contact information omitted)  

 

Please Participate in My Research Study! 
 

I am conducting a research study on homeless shelters in Oak 

Hills. I would love for you to participate! 

 

This is an opportunity for you to share your story and any 

thoughts you have about shelters, homeless services, 

difficulties you have faced, and ways in which programs and 

services can improve. If you choose to participate, I will 

interview you for 45-90 minutes about these topics. 

 

Everything you say will be confidential—I won’t share any 

identifying information or details of what you say with 

anyone. Your privacy will be protected. 

 

Participating in this study is VOLUNTARY and will NOT 

affect your access to any services or your time at the shelter.  

 

If you are interested in participating, please contact me at the 

phone number or email below. 

 

Thank you! 

 

Hannah 
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Final (with Miss Shannon’s edits)  

 

 

 

 

VOLUNTEER to Participate in a Research Study 

I’m conducting a research study on homeless shelters in Oak Hills 
and I’d like you to participate! 
  
Share your story and your thoughts about: 

• Shelters 

• Homeless services 

• Difficulties you’ve faced 

• Ways in which programs and services can improve 
 

If you choose to participate I will interview you about these topics. 
Interviews will last 30-90 minutes, depending on how much you 
would like to share.  
 
EVERYTHING you say will be CONFIDENTIAL. No identifying 
information or details will be shared with anyone. Your PRIVACY will 
be PROTECTED. 
 
Your participation is VOLUNTARY and will NOT affect your access 
to any services or your time at the shelter. 
 
If you want to participate, please sign up with Miss Anna in the 
office. 
  
Thank you! I look forward to speaking with you. 
 
Hannah 
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B. Informed Consent Form 

 

Linguistic Research Study 

 

My name is Hannah Ohge. I am a PhD Candidate in Linguistics at the University of 

California, Santa Barbara. I am conducting my dissertation research on narratives of 

homelessness in the hopes of shedding light on factors that may help shelters improve future 

services. 

 

If you give permission, I would like to have an informal conversation/interview with you 

using an audio recorder for approximately 45-90 minutes about the experiences that led you 

to the shelter and the time you have spent at the shelter. Afterwards, if you like, I will give 

you a copy of the recording. 

 

If you participate in this study, I will protect your privacy in every way I can: 

• I will change or delete your name and other identifying information in any recording or 

written information I have involving you; your identifying information will not be included in 

my written report.  

• I will not tell your family, friends, or anyone at the shelter anything you say.  

You can refuse to take part in this study and you can stop participating at any time. If at any 

point during our interview you feel uncomfortable or wish to end the interview, you may do 

so.  

 

If you have questions about the research, you can call me at (omitted). You can also speak to 

my PhD Advisor, Mary Bucholtz, at (805) 893-7488, or contact the staff of the Human 

Subjects Committee in the University of California, Santa Barbara Office of Research at 

(805) 893-3807. They will be happy to assist you with any questions or concerns you may 

have. 

 

After this research is completed, I will be writing an analytical report—my dissertation—

about the information I have collected in all of the individual interviews. You are welcome to 

read this report. In order to benefit as many individuals as possible through future policy 

changes and preventive planning, I will be sending this report to a large number of homeless 

shelters and advocacy organizations, and may present my findings at conferences or publish 

excerpts from the report in academic journals. In addition, I would like to keep the recordings 

for possible use in future research. I will ensure that I protect your privacy in the future in the 

same way as in this study, and the data will be used only for the above-mentioned purposes. 

 

Your signature below indicates that you give permission for each part of the study that you 

check. You may choose to give permission for some parts of the study and not others.  

 

1. Do you give permission to be interviewed and recorded by me about your experiences 

leading up to and at the shelter? Yes ___ No ____  

 

2. Do you give permission for transcripts of your interview (without your name or other 

identifying details) to be included in my dissertation report? Yes ____ No _____ 
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3. Do you give permission for transcripts of your interview (without your name or other 

identifying details) to be presented at academic or advocacy conferences? Yes ____ No 

_____ 

 

4. Do you give permission for parts of your audio recording (with identifying information 

removed) to be used in academic and advocacy presentations? Yes ____ No ____ 

 

 

________________________________________________ __________________ 

Participant’s Signature       Date 
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C. Interview Guides 

 

Client Interview Guide (Questions added after first few interviews are in italics)  

 

A. Background information 

1. How long have you been a part of The Haven? 

2. How old are you?  

3. Where are you from? 

4. Do you have any children? Are they here with you?  

B. Focus: Prior experiences/ causes of homelessness 

1. What brought you to Oak Hills? (if relevant) 

2. Have you been to other shelters?  

a. Follow-up: How did you hear about The Haven? What made you decide to 

come to this shelter? 

2. What experiences or obstacles did you face that led you to a shelter? 

3. From your experience at this and other shelters, what do you think are the most 

common reasons individuals end up coming to a shelter? 

C. Focus: Rehabilitation/ notions of “success” 

1. What aspects of The Haven have you found most helpful for you personally? What do 

you think are the most important aspects of your time at the shelter? 

2. What goals do you wish to accomplish during your time here?  

3. Has your time at The Haven affected your ideas or perspective about yourself? How?  

4. Is there anything you would like to see changed about this shelter? Is there anything 

you don’t like or that you think could be better? 

D. Other thoughts 

1. What else should I have asked you? What do I need to know to understand your 

experience? 

2. What do you think communities can or should do to help prevent homelessness?  

3. What can the government do? What should they be doing to help?  

4. How important is it that the staff at the shelter have gone through similar experiences 

as you? Can a staff member—for example, your case worker—be helpful or valuable 

to you if he or she has not been homeless? What if you are overcoming an addiction 

and he or she has not faced an addiction?  
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Staff Interview Guide 

 

A. Background information  

1. How long have you worked with the homeless?  

a. Follow-up: Have you worked at other shelters? 

2. Where did your interest in working with the homeless come from? 

3. What is your job title/description? What do you do on your average day at work? 

4. What do you think are the most rewarding aspects of your work? What parts of your 

job do you like the most? 

5. What is the most challenging aspect of your work? What parts of your job do you like 

the least? 

B. Focus: Clients’ prior experiences 

1. From your experience working with clients, what do you think are the most common 

causes of homelessness in this area?  

C. Focus: Clients’ rehabilitation into society/ notions of “success” 

1. I’ve noticed that at least several staff members talk about clients becoming “self-

sufficient” as the ultimate goal when they leave the shelter. Did I characterize that 

correctly? Can you give me an example of what the ideal self-sufficiency looks like?  

2. What do you see as the most important aspects of a clients’ rehabilitation process? 

3. What internal and external obstacles or challenges do you think clients face during 

this process? 

4. What do you think is the most important lesson clients learn during this process? 

D. Other thoughts 

1. What else would you like to tell me? Is there a question you think I should have 

asked?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  




