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Bart: A Case in Point
Homelessness has many causes.  Severe mental illness is one 

cause and it is indeed difficult to treat, though not impossible.  

Not only can a person be locked in a system of beliefs that are 

not based in reality (“I’m here on the streets because it is the 

safest place to be when the Government is trying to kill you.”), 

but a basic degree of trust is lacking.  How can you expect 

someone to believe that you are trying to help when, in the 

hospital, you give him strong medication that both resolves the 

psychosis and also makes his body twist and contort painfully, 

deadens his thought process, and makes him walk stiffly and 

slowly?  This is a difficult “pill” for anyone to swallow!  So 

many of our homeless men and women have superficially 

pleasant relationships with us while remembering that just 

“around the corner” are potential abuse, neglect, lies, 

abandonment, and yet another person who is “trying to use me 

for their own needs.”  But this mistrust doesn’t start with the 

first hospitalization or with the doctor who administers 

medication for the mental illness.

 Take Bart for example.  He was raised in a chaotic 

household and subjected to physical and sexual abuse by the 

men his mother took in to help with paying the rent and buying 

food.  She had to do it.  With five children, she had no choice.  

Drugs and alcohol were present in the house mostly all the time.  

While his mother and her current boyfriend were off getting 

high or drunk, Bart had to raise the children.  He was 11 or 12.  

His mother told him that he was “good for nothing” and that he 

was a burden on the household.  “You never should have been 

born,” she told him frequently and forcefully.  Maybe she was 

trying to toughen him up to learn how to survive in a harsh 

world, but these are not the things you say to a child who is 

strapped with responsibility way beyond his means.  By all 

accounts, she was just mean, selfish, and addicted.

 Bart got out of that situation as soon as he could, at age 13 

or so.  He had no place to go but the streets.  He had to prostitute 

himself to make money, he learned to lie and steal, and above 

all, he learned to trust no one.  People who tried to help needed 

something and took what they could get from Bart.  After 20 

years of this, an idea that had been in back of  his mind took 

shape:  “I am a very, very special person.  It must be that I am 
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Over the Years 
Over the years, many homeless people have walked through the 

doors of Georgetown Ministry Center.  Some we were able to 

help with housing and others we gave a safe place to rest and 

take a shower.  Ever since I started working at GMC there has 

been the same old question of what success do we have with 

getting people into housing?  Sometimes I get so caught up in 

the helping that I tend to lose sight of the many people we have 

helped who are still in housing as a result of GMC.  Due to their 

fragile state, some need continuing support to stay in housing.  

 Over the years, GMC has taken on the role of representative 

payee for six such individuals.  This includes ensuring they are 

paying rent and utilities and giving whatever support is needed. 

We connect our clients to mental health agencies that can help 

them with their mental health issues and medications. 

 I remember one such client, and we shall call him Jim Sour.  

Jim was in a really bad way, living on the canal in Georgetown 

for years.  One day Jim was injured and ended up in the hospital 

in Arlington.  Working with the appropriate agencies there, we 

were able to help Jim move into his first apartment.  Jim is 

mildly retarded and possibly has a mild form of schizophrenia 

not likely to respond to medication.  Jim is now connected to a 

mental health agency there. He has a support team to help him 

with food shopping, making doctors’ appointments, and 

whatever else a normal person would have to do to survive.

 As representative payee, GMC ensures all Jim’s bills are 

paid.  At times we have had to gather volunteers to clean Jim’s 

apartment.  The first time it was infested with roaches, and 

recently there were bedbugs. All this was needed so that Jim 

would not lose his housing.  Even though Arlington County 

pays a large part of the rent, they still partner with private 

landlords who will evict someone not living up to legal 

standards. Jim is one of our most demanding clients, but we 

love him still.

 GMC currently has six rep payee clients and has helped 

place at least eight people in housing within the last year.  We 

are currently working with clients who have been approved for 

housing but are resisting, and we continue to engage them daily 

to persuade them that housing is a good choice.  We hope the 

continuing support for these folks is not as demanding as for 

Jim, but even if it is we will give them the support they need.

—Roy Witherspoon



Now Seven Days a Week!
GMC commemorates one year of its Center’s weekend services.

I can’t count the number of times within this last year that I’ve 

heard statements such as these from our homeless friends: “If it 

wasn’t for GMC’s weekend programs I would be stuck without 

food and showers,” or “You are one of the only centers in town 

open every weekend.”

 The GMC Drop-in Center’s weekend services have been in 

full operation since July 2008.  Unlike typical business clients 

our clients are in constant need each and every day.  Thanks to 

weekend hours we have been able to dramatically expand access 

to our homeless friends.

 While doing outreach on the streets of Georgetown during 

the week, interacting and developing relationships with the 

chronically homeless, we are happy to be able to tell them we 

are now open seven days a week to supply their most basic 

needs.

 Our weekend services include: respite from the elements, 

showers, washer/dryer, a spiritual/sustenance program provided 

by Grace Episcopal Church on Saturdays, information and 

referrals, and an empowering atmosphere.

—Nathan Clark

A Place to Learn
The energy was almost palpable.  Our Drop-in Center was full of 

enthusiastic and spirited student volunteers who had just finished 

hearing Anton tell the story of his transition from living on the 

streets to living in permanent housing.  GMC was serving as an 

ideal catalyst in allowing these students to turn their recently 

acquired awareness about chronic homelessness, advocacy, and 

social service into tangible services on the streets of 

Georgetown.  By taking students on outreach under bridges and 

on the streets and involving them in participatory learning at the 

Center with our homeless friends, GMC is using its unique role 

in the community as an opportunity to provide a new youth 

outreach educational program.

 A natural extension from our educational training in the 

local schools, our on-site, hands-on learning experience provides 

students with a more realistic, integral learning opportunity.  We 

developed this youth outreach program in partnership with 

several local K-12 schools, colleges, and service-learning 

organizations.  GMC helps students develop an authentic 

understanding of our homeless friends.  We encourage an open, 

sincere, and enriching environment for learning by all 

participants.  

 It is exciting to see GMC develop this newly designed 

program.  We look forward to visits from student groups because 

it allows all of us—staff, clients, and students—to grow together 

in this process of ensuring that our homeless are housed and 

healthy.

—Nathan Clark

A Different Perspective
I learned of GMC from a craigslist posting for the position I now 

occupy, business manager.  I made a quick response to the 

posting and got an instant reply from Gunther.  My journey with 

GMC started.

 My first job assignment at GMC was not to do accounting; 

instead I was asked to run the front desk, which seemed to be 

one of the easiest things to me as I thought I only needed to sit 

there and talk to people.  But when I actually started, I found that 

it's way more difficult than I could imagine.  There is a 15 

minute interval between showers, and within the 15 minutes I 

had a lot of clients visiting, asking for clothes, for their mail, or 

for sandwiches. Everything is intense.  This is the first lesson I 

learned here: Nothing is as easy as it seems.

 I am an international student from China majoring in 

accounting at George Washington University. Working at GMC 

for less than two months and having lived here for only one year, 

I appreciate the opportunity to convert the knowledge I have 

from class into practical use as well as to improve my language 

skills.  I am also developing a brand-new understanding of the 

function of an NGO whose mission is to help homeless people in 

this country.  One of the most amazing points for GMC is that 

the organization runs its business in such a tiny space but offers 

such a wide-range of services including laundry, showers, 

clothes, food, health care, shelter, and even sometimes financial 

assistance. I worked as a volunteer for several NGOs when I was 

in China, but none of them as efficient as GMC.

 Bringing my academic knowledge into GMC, I am excited 

to work with my amazingly professional teammates in this 

dynamic organization. I will do my best to provide accurate 

information to enable GMC to fulfill its mission.

—Quan “Nick” Zhou

Wedding Plans?
Now you can support Georgetown Ministry Center 

by registering with the I Do Foundation.  From 

honeymoons to invitations to wedding gifts to 

charitable wedding favors, the I Do Foundation 

allows couples and their guests to make wedding-

related purchases that generate donations for charity.  

The I Do Foundation’s Charity Registry service also 

makes it easy for guests to make donations in lieu of 

gifts.

 See www.idofoundation.org.  Check it out 

today, and select Georgetown Ministry Center as the 

beneficiary.

http://www.IdoFoubdation.org
http://www.IdoFoubdation.org
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being tested because I am so important and great.”  And this idea 

took off in his mind and in just about everything he did.  In 

short, Bart became delusional.  More ideas like this were added 

to his thought process.  “Why am I on the streets?  Because I 

know some great government secret and my life is not safe.  It 

must be that locked somewhere in my brain is a plan to save all 

of humanity and that’s why I am in danger.”  Sound unlikely?  It 

isn’t.  Many of our homeless men and women harbor such 

delusions.

 There was a history of mental illness like this in Bart’s 

family.  His grandfather had schizophrenia and an uncle was 

diagnosed with bipolar disorder.  When his mother stopped 

alcohol or drugs long enough, she had racing thoughts and spent 

more money than she had and was grandiose.  For Bart, on the 

day that he determined to live out his life’s destiny to be the 

savior of the world and to trust no one, the perfect storm had 

arrived:  His mental illness emerged and his inability to trust 

anyone enough to get help coalesced into the situation that 

would leave him homeless and mentally ill until the day he died 

at age 50, about three years ago. 

  Bart’s story is sadly not unusual.  But most of us will not get 

close enough to homeless people to learn their stories.  We prefer 

to see them as “sick,” “destitute,” and “unwilling to get help” 

because to learn about how a person ended up on the streets (and 

stays there) is not an easy or pleasant endeavor.  

 Breaking though the lack of trust barrier is the most 

important and difficult task that we have in working with people 

who live on the streets.  We have good medications for mental 

illness, much better than before, but these medications are 

useless until there is a ready and willing person who can take a 

leap of faith to trust someone else.  You can imagine how 

difficult this is for someone whose experiences in life have 

taught him or her that trusting is dangerous.  Joining someone in 

a trusting relationship may take years.  Happily, we have seen 

some successes.

 For Bart it was too late, and for many of the men and 

women who have died on the streets of D.C. through neglect or 

by their own hands, it was because they were afraid to reach out 

when they needed help the most.  So it is our job to take the first 

step.  We shake a hand, look into someone’s eyes, and the 

journey of repairing a life of pain, psychosis, poverty, 

homelessness, and especially distrust begins.

 Thank you for your support of our work here at Georgetown 

Ministry Center.

—Dr. Ronald Koshes

Editor’s note: Dr. Koshes has written and self-published a number of 
books including Mad Mark, a novel about a mentally ill man.

Help the Homeless
Here is a healthy way to help the homeless!  Join us in the Help 

the Homeless Walk on November 22.  Registration is $15 for 

youth under age 25, $25 for anyone over age 25.  All but $5 

comes directly to GMC.  The $5 pays for the T-shirt you will get 

and wear proudly.  The walk is on the National Mall on the 

Saturday before Thanksgiving.  Get up early, take the bus or 

Metro down to the Mall, join us for a healthy 5K walk, and then 

take the family out to breakfast.  It doesn't get any better.  

Register at www.helpthehomelessdc.org.

(Bart, cont. from p. 1)



22 Years of Service to Georgetown
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1041 Wisconsin Avenue, NW

Washington, DC  20007

Please support GMC through the Combined Federal Campaign: CFC# 31661.

Spirit of Georgetown
On Wednesday, October 14, Georgetown Ministry Center will 

hold its annual Spirit of Georgetown benefit.  We are thrilled to 

announce that Dr. Tina Alster and Paul Frazer have graciously 

agreed to open their newly renovated home for this important 

fundraising event. 

 The home is the original Smith house of the famed Smith 

Row, in the West Village.  Built in 1810, it has undergone a 

complete renovation that was completed this year.  

Internationally renowned Georgetown resident Hugh Newell 

Jacobsen served as the architect.  The house will be featured in 

an upcoming issue of Architectural Digest and is a perfect 

setting for the Spirit of Georgetown benefit, which is always a 

festive fall gathering.

 This year’s very capable event co-chairs, Shannon Pryor 

and Maral Skelesy, are busy planning an exciting evening you 

will not want to miss.

 The proceeds from this event provide the Center with a 

significant amount of its operating budget.  More information is 

available by emailing us at spirit@gmcgt.org.

Taste of Georgetown
Come sample some of Georgetown’s best restaurants at the 

always exciting Taste of Georgetown on Saturday, October 10, 

from 11 a.m. to 4 p.m.  Located along Wisconsin Avenue, N.W., 

the Taste of Georgetown promises to entice taste buds around 

Washington with samplings of high-end cuisine from regionally 

recognized restaurants.

 This year’s event will showcase the spectacular cuisine of 

30 of D.C.’s finest restaurants, highlighting many local culinary 

personalities and featuring nearly 60 delectable dishes to 

sample, as well as wine pairings and the jazz talents of Blues 

Alley.  This annual celebration of food, wine, and music has 

become the premier food and wine festival of D.C.

 Entry into the wine pavilion is $10, individual tasting 

tickets are $5, and a packet of five tasting tickets is $20.  Taste 

of Georgetown tasting tickets will be available for purchase on 

tasteofgeorgetown.com at the beginning of September.

 Sponsors include Marten’s Volkswagen, Foley and Lardner, 

LLP, Washingtonian Magazine, and Washington CityPaper.

 For additional information, please visit http://

tasteofgeorgetown.com.

http://tasteofgeorgetown.com
mailto:spirit@gmcgt.org
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