Sunday Suppers Profile - James
by Bethany Shaffer

On a sweltering Sunday evening in the middle of July, the Sunday Suppers volunteer squad busied themselves setting up tables, water and iced tea thermoses, chili and sandwich/hard-boiled egg bags, when a large white service van pulled up. Considering the location of the first Sunday Suppers stop-in a vacant parking lot in a soon to be gentrified neighborhood in lower Northwest D.C.-the stranger could have only fallen into 2 categories-volunteer or participant. A few minutes later we would learn that our new friend, James, had at one point in time belonged to the latter category, but was now here to “pay it forward” and join the ranks of the former.

James never thought he would be homeless. No one in his life prior to becoming homeless would have expected it either. A hard-working Alexandria native, James dropped out of Parker-Gray High School in 1963 to volunteer for Vietnam. Only 16 years old, James was enticed, like so many other young men in that era, by recruiters’ images of heroism and love of country. He spent two years in the war, finally being discharged due to a head wound from a bullet, which fortunately only skimmed the flesh above his left eye just missing his frontal lobe.

Returning home from the war, James was luckier than some of his fellow veterans who fell victim to Post Traumatic Stress Disorder or drug or alcohol addiction. What took hold of James was anger- anger at the racism he came into constant contact with both in and out of the war; anger at the dehumanization he and so many of his friends experienced while in the service. 

Luckily, James quickly pulled himself together and got to work, driving a truck for several years before going to work as a brakeman at Potomac Yard in Alexandria, a job which paid the bills but also contributed to a pre-existing lung condition that he was first alerted to during a military physical. 

Over the years, James’ condition progressed to Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD) and heart disease and by the time he was laid off with the rest of his co-workers when the rail yard was bought out and cleared for a strip mall, he should already have been on disability.

Finding himself unemployed and getting sicker by the day, James fought to receive disability checks but came face to face with miles and miles of red tape. One thing led to another and eventually James found himself living on the streets in 2003. 

James started attending Sunday Suppers when he was living in an alley one block from the parking lot at 4th and K Streets where Wayne Merrill and Mary Ann Zuckerman held Sunday Suppers. Calling the beaten and battered Sunday Suppers van “an ambulance” James refers to the gathering of volunteers and their friends in need as a saving grace for life on the streets. Not only did it provide him with the only full meal of his week but also with companionship and conversation-a couple hours that can make a big difference when you are so low that the only thing keeping you from committing suicide is lack of money to buy a gun.

Today, James is giving back to his friends who are still in a position of need, recognizing that he is one of the lucky ones. When James talks about his life today he grins from ear to ear and says he can’t believe his luck. He lives in a senior housing facility in Reston, Virginia (a town which he refers to as “Beverly Hills”), where he gets three square meals a day and exercises on a stationery bike to combat his heart disease. He receives disability checks and is able to get all the prescribed medicine he requires. 

Now how did he find himself moving up from an alley in Northwest DC to a high-rise retirement community in the “Beverly Hills” of Northern Virginia? It was all due to two random, good Samaritans from Delaware, who happened to be walking down the streets near his alley one winter day in 2005. 

The young couple was visiting Washington on a business trip and as they walked past James’ alley they saw a hump that they thought at first was just a bundle of clothes, until the woman “saw the hump shake.” The shaking of course was James’ cough, which was so bad that he could barely respond when the couple asked if he was all right. 
After explaining his situation to the couple, the couple unhesitatingly settled the man in the back of their van and drove him up to Delaware where they gave him a job house-sitting their rental properties. The couple also helped James work through the bureaucracy of the US welfare system and after four months he was driving down to his new apartment in Reston, in the same van that rescued him from the streets.

James drives that van to Sunday Suppers every week, bringing soup and desserts donated by members of his church. He is a sympathetic provider to the homeless and an encouragement to the volunteer staff of Sunday Suppers who distribute the food he delivers. His big smile and gentle manner remind us that behind every homeless person on the street is a human being with a story. And that we can contribute to that story’s outcome if we choose to.
