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THE HEART OF HOMELESSNESS 
 

Jim Palmer 
 

We have seen in the media the growth of homeless encampments in many of our cities in 
Southern California. The encampments have reached a health and humanitarian crisis in our 
community. Our cities have sought ways to manage the crisis through the expansion of 
emergency shelter beds, the dismantling of homeless encampments, and the allocation of mental 
health resources to aid the homeless. 
 
In an age when it is commonly believed that the sole issue of homelessness is the lack of a home, 
rapid re-housing is considered the most effective solution. In my experience, this is not the 
primary need for a majority of the homeless. When you look under the surface of homelessness, 
you often find things that cannot be addressed simply by handing someone keys to an apartment. 
Things like pain, addiction, physical illness, abuse, mental illness, sex trafficking, and a lack of 
resources and skills. 
 
At the core of homelessness—at its heart—there is brokenness that can only be addressed by 
restoration through Jesus Christ. Which is why a relationship with Jesus Christ is the foundation 
of the care that the Rescue Mission provides. I have seen thousands of men, women, and children 
experience this restoration and journey to self-sufficiency. 
 
Since its foundation in 1965, the Rescue Mission’s purpose has been to minister the love of Jesus 
Christ to the Least, the Last, and the Lost of our community through the provision of assistance 
in the areas of guidance, counseling, education, job training, transitional shelter, food, clothing, 
health care, and subsidized housing. The Rescue Mission serves people of all races and genders, 
regardless of religious beliefs. The Rescue Mission is a certificated and peer accredited 
organization with the national designation of Certified Excellent. 
 
Over the last 53 years, the Rescue Mission has developed a continuum of care for those who are 
impoverished or homeless. The Rescue Mission's outreach and prevention services to 
impoverished communities include fresh and staple food distribution programs, a mobile feeding 
program, information and referral services, veterans outreach, and legal assistance.  
 
Our transitional housing programs include case management, counseling, job development 
services, educational attainment programs, basic life skills training, legal assistance, parenting 
classes, and access to recovery services through Hurtt Family Health Clinic, a Federally 
Qualified Health Center on the Village of Hope campus. 
 
With 492 shelter beds in Orange County, the Rescue Mission is the largest privately funded 
homeless provider in our community. In FY 2016-2017, the Rescue Mission served more than 
28,000 individuals, providing 1,438,120 meals, 163,825 bed nights, 129,419 baby and adult 
hygiene items, 44,348 medical exams, procedures and prescription medications, 7,385 mental 
health assessments and treatment, and 4,922 vocational and job training sessions. 
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With our most recent expansion, this brings the Rescue Mission to a total count of 622 beds 
across 10 residential campuses throughout three counties: 
 

• 262 beds available for homeless single men, single women, women with children, men 
with children, and families available at the Village of Hope campus in Tustin 

• 26 beds for veterans and their families at the Tustin Veterans Outpost in Tustin  
• 6 beds for at-risk, homeless, and runaway teenage girls at Laurel House in Tustin 
• 45 beds for homeless single women and women with children at House of Hope in 

Orange 
• 24 beds for homeless single men at the Double R Ranch in north San Diego County 
• 42 beds for homeless single women and women with children at the Corona Norco 

Rescue Mission in Corona 
• 42 beds in six 3-bedroom units for working, low-income families at the Hope Family 

Housing El Modena in Orange 
• 105 beds in seventeen 2-3 bedroom units for working, low-income families at the Hope 

Family Housing Buena Park 
• 52 beds in twelve 1-2 bedroom units for working, low-income individuals and families at 

the Hope Family Housing in Corona 
• 18 beds in two 4-bedroom homes in Corona for working, low-income individuals and 

families at the Hope Family Housing Temecula/Murrieta 
 
The transitional housing programs operated by the Orange County Rescue Mission are distinct 
from similar organizations in Orange County that serve homeless populations. We subscribe to 
Seven Key Principles & Steps to Serving the Homeless: 
 

1. You must provide relief and services only after understanding the person’s specific needs 
and story. 

2. You must provide only the services and assistance that are immediately needed. Provide 
assistance in the right moment; not to prolong it beyond duration of the necessity that 
calls for it. 

3. You must only provide what the recipient cannot provide for himself or herself, and you 
must provide a hand-up and not simply a hand-out to those you serve. 

4. You must provide assistance that is less than might be procured by employment, except 
in cases of sickness, age, or ability. 

5. You must require each beneficiary to practice sobriety. 
6. You must provide types of assistance least susceptible to abuse. 
7. And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is LOVE. 

Our unique service delivery approach is based upon a "back to work" model in which homeless 
individuals and families are provided with comprehensive onsite services that help develop the 
skills needed to become economically self-sufficient and stable. More than just meals and 
shelter, our programs offer comprehensive services that touch every aspect of life. As God leads, 
we develop new programs and facilities to meet the needs in our Orange County community.  
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The Rescue Mission has also added staff to provide outreach services and assistance to homeless 
veterans and other homeless populations. Our outreach teams have successfully transitioned 
homeless veterans to the Tustin Veterans Outpost, our most recent campus which opened in 
2016. 
 
One such veteran is Jorge. Coming out of the Army Reserves, Jorge had the work ethic, skills, 
and confidence to build his own IT company. His business was so successful that Jorge began 
investing heavily in the growth of his business. It seemed like he was on his way to achieving 
more. 
 
But beneath the success, Jorge buried unresolved anger that even his success could not subside. 
Over time, it was only drug use that could quiet his anger. The “perfect storm” hit, as Jorge’s 
drug use affected his ability to work, and he lost a major contract. With all his savings invested, 
there was nothing to fall back on. Life spiraled out of control, and Jorge found himself homeless 
on the streets of Orange County, devastated, shocked, and ashamed. 
 
Jorge continued trying to look for work but the complete lack of stability living on the streets—
living without sleep, enough food, and a way to make himself presentable for a job interview, 
proved insurmountable. After many months on the streets, Jorge faced the painful truth that he 
could not pull himself out of homelessness without assistance. So he came to Orange County 
Rescue Mission. 
 
As one of the first residents of Tustin Veterans Outpost, Jorge is both challenged and rewarded 
by the “community” way of life at the Outpost. No longer able to isolate and do life on his own, 
he has learned to trust others and receive help when he needs it, much like he did in his days in 
the military. The like-mindedness that he shares with other veterans has helped him to tap into 
his positive experiences and face the issues that eventually led to becoming homeless. 
 
Jorge is now a graduate of the Orange County Rescue Mission program and was valedictorian of 
his graduating class. He is now employed as a contractor in the IT field, once again doing what 
he loves. 
 
The Rescue Mission has actively responded to the community homelessness crisis by expanding 
the number of shelter beds at the Village of Hope from 192 to 262 to meet community needs. 
The additional 70 beds are allocated to single mothers with children and single men. Single 
mothers with children are among the fastest growing population at the Village of Hope. We 
currently have 110 children on campus—an all-time high!  
 
The purpose of our expansion efforts are to provide additional transitional housing beds to meet 
the growing number of unsheltered homeless in our community. This allows even more homeless 
individuals and families to benefit from the Orange County Rescue Mission’s back to work 
program model with services that are designed to provide a pathway to economic self-
sufficiency. In my experience, this has proven to be a much more effective model for long-term 
restoration than the rapid rehousing model. 
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We believe that homelessness is more than simply a need for housing—it is, at its root, an issue 
of brokenness and of lives that need restoration. This is more than an apartment can offer. This is 
an issue that we as a community must come together to address, as we bear the burdens of the 
Least, the Last, and the Lost alongside them and remind them of their worth to society. As hearts 
are restored, lives are as well. As men and women feel equipped to reenter the workforce with 
newfound confidence and skills, self-sufficient members of society are born. As families are 
reunited, they are strengthened. 
 
This is a tried and true model that we have seen wonderful success with over the past 53 years.  
 
We have seen success in the lives of real people, people like Lindsay. Lindsay arrived at the 
Village of Hope with her two young daughters, coming to us from the riverbed. Her story goes 
back to a childhood of pain and neglect at the hands of a father who was plagued by memories of 
his time in the Vietnam War. At age 13, she began acting out, using drugs, and before long, 
entering the foster care system. Many chaotic and pain-filled years followed before Lindsay’s 
abuse of methamphetamines caused her to become homeless.  
 
Lindsay ultimately found herself pregnant and homeless, living in the riverbed. Like others, she 
had to hit the ultimate low before giving up drugs. “It wasn’t until losing my children that I 
began to accept that I needed help,” Lindsay shares. 
 
Lindsay got sober but she did not have the skills to provide a stable home for a family. When she 
found Orange County Rescue Mission, she realized she could gain the skills to become the 
parent her daughters needed.  
 
Since entering the Rescue Mission, Lindsay has run a half-marathon, is gaining job skills, and 
has learned valuable parenting skills. She is also in school completing her education to become a 
medical assistant. “[Now] I’m a good mom to my daughters, and I’m overcoming a toxic 
relationship where I felt I wasn’t worth anything. I’m able to love myself because God loves and 
forgives me.” 
 
It is stories like Lindsay’s that reveal the true Heart of Homelessness—people that need to know 
they have worth and can offer something to society as a healthy and contributing member. They 
are meant for more than tents at the riverbed, or bouncing from motel to motel, or being stuck in 
a cycle of addiction. Instead, they can live transformed, self-sufficient, and restored lives. 
 
Years ago, when I first was called to the Rescue Mission, I remember spending hours trying to 
convince the community that we had a homelessness issue in Orange County. So many leaders 
told me that when the economy picked up, homelessness would be eradicated.  
 
Today, I don’t need to convince anyone that we have a homelessness problem. It is a crisis that is 
affecting communities across Orange County and I believe we have the duty to provide not a 
handout, but a hand-up for the Least, the Last, and the Lost on our streets. 
 
 
  


