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For Mark Horvath
"I am an invisible man. No, I am not a spook like those who haunted Edgar Allen Poe; nor am I one of your Hollywood-movie ectoplasms. I am a man of substance, of flesh and bone, fiber and liquids—and I might even be said to possess a mind. I am invisible, understand, simply because people refuse to see me. Like the bodiless heads you see sometimes in circus sideshows, it is as though I have been surrounded by mirrors of hard, distorted glass. When they approach me they see only my surroundings, themselves, or figments of their imagination—indeed, everything and anything except me."
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5 Practical Ways You Can Help the Homeless
If you asked him about me, Mark Horvath would tell you a story about shoes. He would make these reverent tones and reverent faces, and he’d say that he was touched that I gave him the shoes off my feet for him to give to a homeless person.
But that’s silly. Because I’d only owned the shoes 10 minutes—they were a gift from Crocs. That gesture was more of a gesture than any salvation.
And yet, there’s something in it, because the real leverage point of that is about Mark. Mark inspires me. Mark inspires hundreds and hundreds of people. I’ve never seen Mark take a stage and not finish the day without something more for the homeless to benefit from in the short term. Hanes gives him tons of socks. Ford gave him a car to drive across the country. Kodak gives him video cameras to shoot his films. We all give Mark money to push into service for the homeless.
See, that’s just it. Mark isn’t out there trying to fix the bigger issues, and sometimes that’s a criticism he receives. Know what? Someone looking for a bite to eat or some warm socks can’t wait for us to pass laws. They need it now. Mark is about the now.
How fitting, then, that I met Mark via Twitter, a service that’s built on the now. Mark lives in that space between media and new media, in that space between talking about something and doing it passionately. He’s the perfect reporter for the voiceless. He makes the invisible visible.
And for that, alone, you need to get into this book. It’s going to move you, and it’s going to inspire you, and if you don’t do something when you’re done, then it just means the problem is worse than we think.
I’m over here helping. How about you?
Chris Brogan is the New York Times bestselling author of Social Media 101 and publisher of ChrisBrogan.com.
Twitter: @ChrisBrogan
A woman sits on the sidewalk with a cardboard sign, her hair stringy and her clothes disheveled. A backpack sits next to her with all her belongings. Her eyes are vacant and she watches as the people pass by, ignoring her.
Homelessness is easy to ignore. It’s as simple as turning a blind eye and letting the homeless become invisible.
But not for Mark Horvath. Armed with a video camera and an iPhone, he walks up to that woman, looks her in the eye and talks to her. With her permission he starts up the camera and asks for her story. He snaps a photo with the iPhone and posts a link to Twitter, sharing her story with the world.
This is the work Mark Horvath does, making invisible people visible again.
In 2008 he launched the website InvisiblePeople.tv where he’s posted more than a hundred stories of homeless people. Every one is unedited, raw and candid. The people come from all walks of life—drug addicts and pastors, grandmothers and pregnant moms, families and disabled veterans—and from all across the country—Los Angeles to New York, Florida to Seattle, New Orleans to Detroit, the forests of North Carolina to the snowy mountains of Alaska. Some have been homeless for as many as 40 years and some as few as 12 days.
“I thought nobody was telling their story, and I needed to go there,” Mark told CNN in a 2009 report.
In 2009 Mark drove a loaner from Ford more than 11,000 miles across the country, meeting homeless people, passing out socks donated by Hanes and telling stories with the help of Twitter, Facebook and YouTube. “I was so worried driving in New York that I was going to wreck this car and Ford will never talk to me,” Mark says. “It was one of the craziest things I’ve ever thought of and it happened.”
In the spring of 2010 he traveled to Alaska with the help of Hertz to shine the light on homelessness in the North. In the summer of 2010 he hit the road again with another cross-country road trip.
Mark has been featured by the L.A. Times, CNN and NPR. He’s spoken at a number of conferences and events, including SXSW, Blog World, GnomeDex and 140 Character Conference. The Huffington Post named him one of 11 Twitter activists you should follow. Pepsi awarded InvisiblePeople.tv a $50,000-grant as part of the user-voted SXSW Pepsi Challenge.
Mark captures the honest reality of homelessness at InvisiblePeople.tv. Each story is a reminder that anyone is a single crisis away from being homeless themselves. And so is Mark.
While Mark shares these stories he’s on the edge of homelessness—for the second time in his life.
Far from a humanitarian rock star, Mark is formerly homeless himself. His life is a rollercoaster: He’s been a drug dealer, a TV industry pro and a megachurch marketer. Mark has been around the block, and he’s slept there, too.
His first business and marketing experience came as a 14-year-old drug dealer. In 1987 he bought a one-way ticket to California to make it in the music industry. The rock star plans didn’t pan out, but he did find a successful career in the TV industry and by 1994 Mark proudly drove a Mercedes to work.
But it all came crashing down and Mark found himself homeless on the streets of Los Angeles. He survived by posing for tourist pictures with the help of a six-foot iguana, earning himself the title “Lizard Man of Hollywood Boulevard.”
“It wasn’t a career move,” Mark says with typical understatement.
After a year on the streets Mark got back on his feet with the help of the Los Angeles Dream Center and climbed back to the top. In 2005 he had a six-figure income as a communications director in St. Louis. But then the economy tanked, Mark lost his job in 2007 and started that familiar spiral toward homelessness.
“The first time [I was homeless] I was on drugs and alcohol and did a lot of dumb things,” Mark told NPR in a 2010 interview. “But this time I was doing everything right and I was still headed in that direction.”
In the fall of 2008 Mark lived in a cockroach apartment in Los Angeles, freshly laid off from another job and facing foreclosure on his St. Louis home. “I lost a house before,” Mark says on the Something Beautiful podcast, “But I was on heroin then—I liked it better the first time.”
Being sober this time around meant understanding the reality of his own situation. This kind of insight helps Mark understand where homeless people are coming from—as he often remarks when people worry about the homeless and alcohol: “If you had to take a crap on the side of the street you’d want a drink too.” Being sober doesn’t make it easy.
“I was scared to death,” Mark says. “I was going crazy. I needed something to do.”
So in the fall of 2008, only seven weeks away from being homeless again, Mark started InvisiblePeople.tv.
Mark’s situation hasn’t changed since. He still lives in that cockroach apartment. He survives on donations, sponsorships and the occasional steady paycheck of a case manager position at a shelter in Glendale, Calif. The contents of his refrigerator include bottled water, some milk and a discounted vegetable tray.
All the while he tells the stories of the homeless, hoping not to become homeless himself.
“Don’t waste a good crisis,” Mark says. “Tonight there are people who were homeless that are sleeping inside because I had the courage—or I was dumb enough—to drive around the country.”
Mark does it because he can’t do anything else. He’d rather find a cushy job, a blonde and move to Hawaii, but he feels duty-bound to tell these stories, no matter what. He insists that he’s not called to this work—he’s forced into it.
“If you’re called you can hang up the phone,” Mark says. “I don’t have any choice. I’m forced.”
This book is inspired by Mark, dedicated to him and a tribute to his efforts. But it’s not about him. “The story is people who are sleeping outside,” says Mark. “It’s not me.”
In the following pages you’ll find many of the stories Mark has gathered, retold in text. They’re not nearly as raw and unedited as the videos on InvisiblePeople.tv, but they still tell the stories of the homeless and let them speak in their own words (they also include Mark’s trademark question: If you had three wishes what would they be?). You’ll also find reflections on homelessness, the power of social media and the incredible work Mark has accomplished—all from people who have been inspired by him. These voices include social media experts, nonprofit heroes, technology executives, a pastor and at least one formerly homeless person. Finally there are common misconceptions about homelessness and suggestions for ways you can get involved.
Mark often speaks of being ‘wrecked’ by the stories he’s sharing. His comfortable world is turned upside down by the plight of others. The hope is this book will do the same to you. And that you’ll be inspired to act.
Kevin D. Hendricks lives in St. Paul, Minn., with his wife, kids and two dogs. He runs his own freelance writing and editing company, Monkey Outta Nowhere. He’s been blogging since 1998 and recently published Addition by Adoption: Kids, Causes & 140 Characters.
Web: http://KevinDHendricks.com
Twitter: @KevinHendricks
Supporting InvisiblePeople.tv
It’s Mark’s tenacious, inconvenient passion that has made this book possible. All profits from this book will go to support the work of the nonprofit organization InvisiblePeople.tv.
“We had a guy get ‘bricked’ the other night,” says Steven, who has been homeless in New Orleans for six weeks. “Three guys just ran up and started throwing bricks at him. No reason, he was just sitting there doing nothing.”
Without a door to lock, people like Steven are constantly vulnerable to violence. He worked all week and saved up $200, only to be robbed and lose his wallet, his ID and all his money. He plans to go back to work this week and try again.
“You know what I did before this? I was the minister, the resident pastor at the mission,” Steven says, pointing across the street. He says they were doing things he didn’t like and couldn’t support, so he walked out. He’s been homeless since.
Three Wishes:
1. Get the homeless a place to stay where they don’t have to worry about anything.
2. The country would go down a different path and treat people better.
3. Bus ticket back to Colorado.
http://invisiblepeople.tv/blog/2009/08/steven-homeless-new-orleans-pastor/
Sandra lost her job, got evicted and what little she had was stolen, leaving her on the streets. This young woman panhandles to scrape together $40 to pay for a hotel each night, hoping to earn enough extra to afford a bus ticket home to Seattle.
Hundreds of people pass her as she sits on the west side of the Michigan Avenue Bridge, literally ignoring her. “Most people don’t really pay that much attention,” she admits. When asked about the safety and loneliness that can plague the homeless, she shrugs.
“As long as I got him, I’m OK,” Sandra says, gesturing to the orange tabby cat in her arms. “It’s hard. If it weren’t for him I don’t know what I’d do.”
Three wishes:
1. Be able to go home.
2. A place to stay.
3. A job.
http://invisiblepeople.tv/blog/2010/01/sandra-homeles-chicago/
“I have the shoes you gave her if you want them back,” said our friend Dottie, in a trembling voice on the other end of the phone. My wife, Jamaica, began to tear up when she heard why the shoes were being returned.
A week earlier, we were in Pasadena, Calif., about 12 miles north of where Jamaica and I live in downtown Los Angeles. Although close to home, we were staying in a Pasadena hotel as I was participating in weeklong meetings that began early in the morning and went late into the evening.
On Monday and Tuesday nights during my week of meetings, Jamaica took the opportunity to hang out with a few of our homeless friends in the area, something we do together regularly.
On Monday night, our friend Medea was walking around barefoot after she had lost her shoes. In a blink, Jamaica took her own shoes off and gave them to Medea. When Jamaica came back to the hotel, she got out of the car and gave the keys to the valet (the only way to park at this hotel). The valet attendant noticed she was barefoot and asked if she was a guest at the hotel. “Yes, I’m in room 621.” Jamaica then proceeded to walk through the fancy lobby and took the elevator up to our room. Barefoot!
The next night, we received the tear-filled call from Dottie. The call was to inform us of Medea’s sudden death. Medea was found facedown in the dirt and was still wearing Jamaica’s shoes that she had received the night before. From what we can gather, Medea died of liver failure.
For reasons different than the passing of those familiar to our lives, it’s challenging to mourn the life of an invisible person. Who witnessed her life? Where is her family? Who will miss her? What impact did she have on people for the last half a century? Was Medea even her real name?
A week later, several of us gathered around the space Medea called home. Huddled behind a dumpster under the hum of power lines, we read Scripture and prayed amid the glow of a few candles. We shared memories of the Medea we knew so briefly and ended with a group recitation of the Lord’s Prayer.
May each of us pursue the invisible people in our community so that Mark Horvath and his invisible people will be history, not headlines.
Brad Abare is the instigator behind ChurchMarketingSucks.com, founder of the Center for Church Communication, and a consultant with Foursquare and the Barna Group.
Web: BradAbare.com
Angela lives under a bridge. She coughs as Mark asks her what it’s like living out here.
“Not good,” she says, “But I’m surviving, I’m living.”
How do you survive? “I believe in God,” Angela says, nodding her head. She isn’t sure how long she’s been living under this bridge. She spends her days going to church and praying.
“Ya’ll have a good day,” she says with a nod and a smile.
Three Wishes:
1. “Good question, I’m not sure.”
http://invisiblepeople.tv/blog/2009/09/angela-homeless-atlanta-gnomedex
Homelessness is a hot topic these days. It seems everywhere we look, the issue of homelessness is making a cameo. It’s been all over the newspapers, on blogs, the 5 o’clock news—even on the cover of Vogue!
So while we have your ear, world, let us take advantage of this teachable moment. Here are five things about homelessness that you absolutely must understand in order to fully wrap your brain around this complex issue. Consider it a primer in reality.
Without further ado...
1. Homelessness is not a recession-induced phenomenon.
Remember the 1990s? The economy was booming, real estate was on the up and up, and it seemed everybody was profiting off of something. Well, not really.
Homelessness was an issue in the 1990s. In fact, homelessness has been a significant crisis in the United States since the 1980s. Although people will often cite the de-institutionalization of the mentally ill as the main impetus for the influx of homelessness in the 1980s, in reality, it was actually a combination of things. The 1980s is when the gap between the rich and the not-so-rich began to dramatically widen. The 1980s is when much of our nation’s stock of affordable housing disappeared and housing discrimination based on race, gender and ethnic composition persisted. So while chronically homeless people may have been more noticeable on our streets, income inequality and persistent poverty have been major—and silent—causes of homelessness since the Reagan years.
2. To end homelessness, we need more affordable housing.
Today, there is no county in America where a person earning minimum wage can afford the median cost of housing. This lack of affordable housing stock means people who already have trouble making ends meet must use a larger portion of their income to pay for housing. Until the creation of decent, affordable housing becomes a priority at the federal and community levels, it is likely that more households will be “house poor” and thus vulnerable to falling into homelessness.
3. We need both sandwiches and solutions.
Amid the global recession, more and more people are in need of food, shelter and assistance. We cannot allow the basic needs of people in need to go unmet. Efforts to provide shelter beds, warm meals, clothing, short-term rental assistance and other “band-aid” solutions are critical for those who are struggling to survive.
So yes, pat yourself on the back for serving a meal in a soup line or participating in a donation drive.
But remember: Sandwiches alone will not solve anything. If you regularly participate in street outreach or volunteer at a homeless shelter, consider taking your involvement a step further by becoming involved in advocacy efforts. In order to truly combat the root causes of homelessness, we must address our lack of affordable housing, achieve healthcare reform, implement family-friendly workplace policies and take steps to eliminate poverty in America. We will not achieve the system-wide changes necessary to end homelessness by continuing to focus on band-aid solutions, necessary though they may be.
4. Stereotypes are wrong—most homeless people fly under the radar.
If the word “homeless” brings to mind a scruffy man with layers of clothing, holding a piece of cardboard, panhandling, then you need a reality check. This stereotypical image is not always accurate, and in no way does it represent the vast majority of homeless people in America.
In fact, families are the fastest growing segment of the homeless population. Most of these families are led by a single mother with two or three children. Yes, that’s right—children. One study found that one in 50 children in America faces homelessness each year (according to the homeless definition used by schools, although this is a topic often debated among homeless advocates).
So why does this stereotypical image persist when the reality of homelessness is so different? Because we can’t see it. Because it’s not as easy a story to put on the front page of the papers. And because poverty and inequality are not sexy, exciting topics.
Which brings us to...
5. Get mad; mad enough to do something.
Do you think it’s unacceptable that we live in a country where people are forced to sleep on the streets, scrape to make ends meet, and choose between medical care and paying rent? Then congratulations, you are now a homeless advocate!
This is a responsibility you should not take lightly, as hundreds of thousands of people will likely experience homelessness in the coming year. These people, and those who are on the brink of homelessness, need people like you who understand the issue and are willing to do something about it.
To get you started in this new role, take a look at your own community. Find out if homeless people’s immediate needs are being met and if a long-term plan is in place to eradicate homelessness. Ask questions. Dispel antiquated myths and stereotypes and take advantage of opportunities to enlighten others about the modern-day realities of homelessness. Read up. Follow the news. Stay informed.
Most importantly, understand that homelessness is not a stigma or an indication of personal shortcomings. Rather, it is simply the state of not having a home in which to live.
Shannon writes for Change.org’s End Homelessness blog. She has worked in homeless shelters and service organizations in San Francisco, the Triangle region of North Carolina and currently in the greater Boston area. She is a graduate student studying housing and urban policy at Tufts University.
Twitter: @EndHomelessness
“It’s a never ending battle out here,” Mark says. He struggles to avoid the weather, find food and stay safe. He was robbed a few months ago and lost everything, including his ID.
He has trouble getting a job, thanks to a few felonies on his record—nobody will give him a second chance. He stays in Michigan because it’s where he was born.
“[I’m] just out here surviving every day,” Mark says. “You gotta do what you gotta do.”
He slept outside last night and survives on church food pantries and donated meals.
Three wishes:
1. Get out of this situation.
2. A roof over his head—a home of his own so he could be warm.
3. An income.
http://invisiblepeople.tv/blog/2009/12/mark-homeless-detroit/
There are few who deserve the title of “Hero.” Mark Horvath is one of them.
This book is full of reasons why, but I won’t get into that here.
Instead, I want to tell you about how Mark serves as a symbol of hope for America’s homeless.
Young or old. Man or woman. Mark was one of them. He knows the story. He knows the struggle. Through sheer force of will Mark has undergone a resurrection that is possible for each and every one of them. They just need someone to look to, not cheap words or pity.
Mark is that person. Through his efforts in giving a voice to the voiceless, we know their story. We know the challenges they face. And through Mark, we know that this is not the end for them, but a beginning. One brought about by Mark’s example.
The world is a better place for his existence on this earth. Thanks to Mark’s efforts and the optimism and renewed spirit he brings to America’s homeless, together we step closer to ending the homeless crisis in America.
Brandon Mendelson is the co-author of Dracula And Kittens.
Web: BrandonMendelson.com
Twitter: @BJMendelson
“I put a smile on my face for my kids’ sake,” says Cecilia. “My biggest challenge is to be a successful mother.” As a homeless, single mom, she does her best to stay positive.
Each morning Cecilia and her children must vacate the evening-only shelter. Her 9-year-old son heads off to school while Cecilia and her 3-year-old daughter Juliana go to a center where they can spend the day. At 3 p.m. the day center closes, so they head to a park to kill time before returning to the evening shelter. Then they wait two hours in line for a bed.
“People could help by finding out the background and information about the real person,” Cecilia says. “[We] are not a statistic.”
Cecilia lost her house two years ago and has been homeless since. She’s trying to save up enough to get a place to stay, but it’s hard and happens slowly.
“It’s very hard—that’s why it’s taking longer than I expected it to,” Cecilia says. “I blocked out the bad. I’d probably get sick if I dwelled on the bad. I’m a very cheerful person.”
Three Wishes:
1. A home for her kids.
2. Good health.
3. Be happy.
http://invisiblepeople.tv/blog/2009/04/cecilia-and-juliana/
All homeless people are the stereotypical dirty, smelly, mentally unstable, alcoholics that you see at the exit ramp or under an overpass.
Not true. Families are homeless. Children are homeless. Babies are homeless. In fact, children account for nearly 40 percent of the homeless population in the United States.1 Families with children are the fastest growing segment of the homeless population—and those numbers are all pre-recession.
The stereotypical image of a homeless person is often what’s considered chronic homelessness. In reality, 80 percent of the homeless find themselves in that situation temporarily.2 These are families, moms and dads, trying to provide for their kids and for whatever reason their options ran out. They had nowhere else to go. Forget the statistics and spend some time at InvisiblePeople.tv hearing their stories. You can hear the desperation in their voices.
This is the true voice of homelessness. It’s not the raspy holler of the drunk on the corner asking for a handout, though he could use some help too.
We’re talking about the voice of families. People with kids who have come to the end of their rope. An emergency strikes and they find themselves out on the streets. In many cases they bounce in and out of homelessness as one situation deteriorates and they just can’t build up enough of a reserve to survive the next crisis. Some families have bounced around the country from job to job, last chance effort to last chance effort, and now find themselves in a new city with no friends or family to turn to. They end up in shelters.
So before you write off the homeless as the drunk on the corner or the guy in the park who talks to himself, remember that moms and dads, children and babies are homeless too.
1 http://www.nationalhomeless.org/factsheets/who.html
2 http://www.gladwell.com/2006/2006_02_13_a_murray.html
What’s it like being a homeless mom? “It’s really hard,” says Gypsy.
She has two boys, a 10-year-old and a 3-year-old. Both have been sleeping with a friend for the past two months. The 10-year-old is in school all day and she only sees him for five minutes a day. She gets to spend the day with her other son, but there’s not much to do with a 3-year-old when you’re homeless.
“Today we missed the free feeding because I had an appointment, so he’s hungry,” Gypsy says. But her friend will feed him tonight. Meanwhile Gypsy will have to get food from another meal service tonight.
A local church graciously purchased bus tickets so Gypsy and her boys can return home to Arizona in a few weeks.
Three Wishes:
1. Her children to be successful.
2. The friends she’s made out here could do something with their lives and get off the streets.
3. After two wishes for others, she couldn’t think of a third.
http://invisiblepeople.tv/blog/2010/02/gypsy-homeless-family-iowa/
Maurice came walking down the street in his socks. It was just past midnight, and the streets of Seattle were wet and cold. I was out with our search and rescue van delivering hot chocolate, blankets, hats, gloves, sandwiches and socks. We asked if he wanted some hot chocolate.
“Do you have any shoes?” Maurice asked.
We looked down at his feet (big feet).
“What size do you wear?” We didn’t have any shoes to give away, so the question was really pointless.
“Thirteen,” he said.
This is where I was confronted by the shallowness of my value system. The Bible says if a man asks for your shirt, give him your coat also. Here we’re out in the city specifically to give clothing and food to the needy, and the needy expressed their need. In fact, I could see his need as he walked toward me.
He needs shoes. I have shoes. But I can’t just give away my shoes. What will I wear? What if my feet get wet? How do I explain this to my wife?
Does it matter that I own at least five pairs of shoes? Does it matter that we are on our last stop of the night and then headed home? Does it matter that I even have a pair of shoes back at the mission I could wear home? Does it matter that I am hesitant to give when confronted with a real, legitimate need?
That night I was confronted with who I was. When I met Maurice, I was trying to meet the needs of the homeless, trying to show compassion. But I’ve learned my primary response is rarely true compassion.
I’ve avoided the issue of homelessness in almost the same manner as I have avoided those who are actually homeless. At freeway off-ramps standing two feet away holding a piece of cardboard, I’ve told myself that any money I gave them will likely be spent on alcohol or drugs.
Attaching stereotypes and bias (however accurate it may be), I quickly compare. I think about how fortunate I am to be in my car, to have a place to call home, to have a job. In the process I no longer see them standing just outside my car window.
If he is an addict, shouldn’t that break my heart just as much? Shouldn’t I ache with the fact that he has a family that hurts for him and his choices? Shouldn’t I look him in the eye and realize that avoiding him may be the very response that created his broken life in the first place?
When confronted with another’s hurt, misfortune, addictions or mental illness, I typically focus on my own good fortune. I walk away feeling better about myself because: “At least I’m not like them.”
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/29086 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!