
 
One Degree of Separation 
(A Letter For the Annual Holiday Appeal of the Homeless Resource Center) 
 
 
 
Dear Friends,  
 
They say that there are only six degrees of separation between everyone in the world.  
But those of us who have lived in Santa Cruz long enough, know the lesson that this 
community teaches us over and over again  - we are a lot closer to each other than that! 
 
Most of us know someone who has been homeless. Or someone who will confront the 
threat at some point in their lives. In these troubling times there are a staggering number 
of people one paycheck or one unexpected turn of events away from losing what already 
is a fragile roof over their heads. 
 
It continues to amaze me that something so visible in our culture - homeless men and 
women, families and young children, can easily elicit such a dismissive stereotype or the 
angry stigma of blame and shame. These reactions are incredibly disconnected from the 
real life stories that bring people to the strange, otherworldly place of living on the 
“outside” in home-less-ness. 
 
In my case, I was homeless when I first came to Santa Cruz in the 1970's.  I lived in my 
truck. I couch-surfed and flop-hopped when I could. I waited in line at the post office for 
food stamps. And I panhandled. 
 
As a chronic alcoholic I also woke up some mornings on the river levee or behind a 
dumpster or hugging a tree in one of the planter boxes along the Pacific Garden Mall. 
 
And yes, if you had asked me then, I would have said that I was making a lifestyle 
choice.  You see, once a person's sense of self-esteem is diminished enough, all they have 
left to claim as their own is a last shred of self-defiance towards the very thing they are 
most in need of.  Without a home, staying centered and feeling even a little bit in control, 
is almost impossible. Specially while the rest of the world is spinning so madly around 
you. 
 
How did the bright son of  upper middle class parents reach such a low point ?  In my 
teens, I began suffering from an anxiety disorder. A chemical imbalance in my brain. 
They didn't even have a name for it back in the 60's - let alone treatment options. When I  
left for college in 1971, I  increasingly self-medicated using alcohol.  Being drunk was 
the only way I could avoid the panic attacks. The future spiraled down rapidly and I 
eventually stumbled into Santa Cruz. 
 
One of the little twists of fate that conspired to save me was the job I got as a night janitor 
at a local restaurant in 1978. It gave me an unexpected and miraculous foothold in the 



world of responsibility. It was a temporary respite. A place to go at night and a chance to 
slowly rebuild some semblance of myself one day at a time. 
 
Thirty years later it is with great empathy and a sense of profound irony that I work daily 
with people going through all of the major life transitions that accompany buying or 
selling a home -  all the biggies - marriage, divorce, birth, death, aging,  bankruptcy, job 
loss, foreclosure.  There isn't a single soul out there who doesn't worry in some way about 
home or face continuing challenges to their own notions of “home-ness.” 
 
The recent real estate crisis has brought something essential about the nature of home into 
much sharper focus. Home is more than four walls and a few amenities tossed in. It is 
also an emotional and psychic space of respite - where we find the necessary comfort, 
safety, peace and privacy to nurture our spirits and maintain our equilibrium. 
 
When economic times are tough, like they are now, something else, very remarkable 
starts to happen.  More and more people begin to sense stirrings on a deep personal level 
in a way that makes them feel like they are waking up from a dream and remembering 
something vitally important all over again.  
 
We find ourselves wanting to be better neighbors. Wanting to feel like we are part of a 
larger community that cares. Wanting closer relationships with our families and old 
friends. Even if we don't quite know how or where to start.  An inner voice keeps 
whispering words and phrases like simpler, slower, kinder, gentler, more meaningful, 
more thoughtful, more engaged.  
 
Difficult times activate our better selves. Extraordinary times should summon our very 
best selves.   When we are hurting, we are more conscious of others who hurt even worse. 
We stop taking life for granted. We stop judging and recognize that, from time to time, 
everyone is vulnerable and needs help. The truest test of the heart is finding a way to give 
when it is hard, not just when it is easy. 
 
As we move into the traditional season of sharing, in what can only be called 
extraordinary times, think about those degrees of separation.  How many of us are there 
that can't utter the phrase,  “There but for the grace of God go I.”  In every way 
imaginable, when we help others, we help ourselves.   I've met the homeless person. He 
is me. And he is us. 
 
If you are worried about the future, right here and right now is a great place to start! I 
invite you to listen to that inner voice and reach even deeper into your hearts as you reach 
deeper into your pocketbooks to support The Page Smith Community House, the Paul 
Lee Loft and the  Rowland and Pat Rebele Family Shelter,  the collection of miraculous 
places of respite residing at the corner of Highways 1 and 9.  
 
Time and time again they have demonstrated their ability to reach out and bring people in 
from the outside and provide a foothold for restoring their self-esteem and redirecting 



their paths.   Call the Home Services Center at 458-6020 or check them out on the web at 
http://www.scshelter.org/  .      
 


