


Overview of Data Collection and Analytic Approach
This report draws on qualitative data collected through 13 structured listening sessions conducted by Mel Trotter Ministries (MTM). Each session consisted of a semi-structured focus group interview designed to capture detailed, experience-based perspectives from participants. In total, 51 individuals participated, representing a purposive sample across the full range of populations served by MTM, as well as staff at multiple organizational levels, from frontline personnel to senior leadership. This approach was intended to ensure a broad and representative understanding of both lived experience and organizational dynamics.
A hybrid thematic analysis approach was used, combining both deductive and inductive strategies. The interview guide was organized around three core domains, people, practices, and place, which provided an initial framework for analysis. Within these domains, coding was conducted inductively, allowing themes to emerge directly from participant responses.
Across all transcripts, the analysis generated 931 initial codes, reflecting detailed units of meaning within the data. Through an iterative process of grouping and refinement, these codes were organized into 154 domain-specific themes across sessions. These themes represent recurring patterns in participant experience and highlight areas of both strength and challenge within the organization.
The analysis draws on both participants’ direct statements and the underlying patterns shaping their experiences. By comparing responses across sessions, the findings capture both shared dynamics and differences across populations and staff roles. The resulting themes are intended to be actionable, pointing to specific opportunities for organizational alignment, program refinement, and improved participant outcomes.

Cross-Session Thematic Comparison
Analysis across the 13 listening sessions reveals a set of consistent patterns that cut across participant groups, alongside structured points of divergence shaped by role, program engagement, and lived experience. Rather than isolated themes appearing sporadically, the data demonstrate recurring patterns of meaning that cluster around a small number of core dynamics. These dynamics are best understood through two lenses: convergence, where experiences are broadly shared across groups, and divergence, where experiences systematically differ based on context.
Convergence Across Sessions
Structural Instability as a Shared Condition
Across the majority of guest-facing sessions, including Unhoused, Parent, Tracks, R&R, YES, and Workforce Development groups, participants describe their circumstances as interconnected and compounding rather than isolated. Housing insecurity, financial strain, employment barriers, family disruption, and emotional stress are experienced simultaneously, producing a sustained sense of instability.
“You're out all night long in the streets. You know, the weather hasn't been very nice lately. So it's been brutal, you know, trying to go here, trying to go there to stay warm, spend your money, just trying to stay warm, you know, when you don't have much.”
“For us all, I feel like the main thing is our living situation. So we have to deal with our homelessness, and then we have to deal with financial things that's going on in our life, whether those are good or bad at the time. Mostly bad because of our situation, but it's probably just the financial version of what we're going through, and then our stability.”
“The hardest part for me is Just letting my life fall apart and doing nothing about it. It's kind of what led me here, And just trying to get normalcy back, trying to get habits, better habits than what I had before, and not fall in the same spot again.”
This pattern indicates that participants are navigating conditions that erode stability at multiple levels simultaneously, rather than discrete problems that can be addressed in isolation.
Dignity as a Consistent Mediator of Engagement
Across both guest and staff sessions, dignity emerges as one of the most consistent and influential factors shaping participant experience. This theme appears across nearly all 13 sessions. Small relational behaviors—being recognized, treated with respect, or engaged with patience—carry disproportionate meaning and strongly influence whether participants feel open, valued, and willing to engage.
“when it was like 70 something degrees out and I was just wearing my regular clothes, going around to the different stores and places, people interacted with me as though I was an actual person. But when I got cold out and I had this in my backpack and all my stuff on, they treat you very poorly.”
“And working in a department that is not technically hands-on all the time, I had to be very intentional about learning the names. But then I was sitting in my office and one of the guests had came up after dinner, and he was talking to another person that I heard in the hallway, and the guest said, The people around here, they learn my name, and they know my name quickly. And he was very new. And he said, That means a lot to me, and it means a lot to people when they call us by our name. Like, they give us value.”
“Upon my arrival, Meeting Miss Selena, I found her to be a very maternal personality. And in knowing that, I missed that. And to this day, she greets me with a smile. And that will start my day off great.”
Dignity is not experienced as a peripheral value. It functions as a primary mechanism through which participants interpret relational trust and organizational credibility.
Faith as Present but Unevenly Mediated
Faith is present across nearly all sessions, but is experienced unevenly. Participants consistently reference prayer, Scripture, and spiritual reflection, yet their engagement is shaped by prior experience, relational trust, and perceived authenticity. This theme appears across both guest and staff groups, though expressed differently.
“I find myself turning to the Lord. I read my Bible, and I spend time studying this word, and it does work. It gives me that peace I'm looking for.”
“My opinion, I would say he's already shown up. Not like a physical way, but metaphorically. You know, he's gifted all of us with this chance to go through the program and to better our lives. To get to that next step of not being homeless anymore.”
“Yeah, I agree. I agree with that. Like I said before, like sometimes when you try to pray, God read, don't hear your answers. That's the hard part. Like you like, I need this right now, but everything happens for a reason. So it's kind of hard for you to believe, like, did he forget about me or? is he not looking at me he's overlooking me but everything comes with the time so everything and everything has a whole reason so I just believe that and not out God because he does everything.”
“My entire family disowned me because I was a trans person and they said I was going to hell because God doesn't believe in trans people.”
This pattern indicates that spiritual openness is not absent. It is contingent on relational safety, credibility, and the absence of coercion.
Place as a Regulator of Emotional and Relational Experience
Across a majority of sessions, participants describe physical and social environments as directly shaping emotional state, behavior, and openness to engagement. Place is consistently experienced as either facilitating or inhibiting interaction.
“there's nowhere in this building that we can go and be safe quietly whenever we want.”
“My room. Everything we say is used against us here. Like we can't have normal, we cannot have a normal discussion or even some of us like to make debate things about what's going on around here.”
“When I'm in my room, I can just sit back, think, maybe look out the window, although there's not much to see, but I can look out my window and just talk to myself.”
“With my staff. They're like my family.”
The consistency of this theme demonstrates that environment is not neutral. It actively regulates whether participants engage, withdraw, or feel psychologically safe.
Family as a Cross-Cutting Interpretive Lens
Across multiple guest groups, including N2, Parent, YES, Tracks, and R&R sessions, family functions as a central lens through which participants interpret hardship, identity, and motivation. Participants consistently situate their experiences within family roles and relationships.
“For me, when life seems to be the hardest, I seem to want to reconnect with family. And for whatever reason, they have their own issues. and we clash. And I have become tired of it, so I chose drinking.”
“I'm not being able to connect with my family, which is my daughters, you know, and my son. I start isolating. I even might run and use drugs, you know, which I really don't like or really don't, but that's my security blanket, you know, go get on.”
“I'm going to say another hardest thing is our kids suffer from what we go through being in a, it's not a bad environment as you would think it is, but it affects our kids a lot. So we try to do our best to make, not try to make it harder for them.”
“Yeah, just like Lincoln and coming outside and knowing we're going to be outside and there's going to be a few of us out here and then our kids get together and everything is good. It's like a more easing feeling. You feel like, okay, everything is okay. You know you got people who close to you here living with them. We all going through the same stuff. We all living together. We all got to do this together.”
“My entire family disowned me because I was a trans person and they said I was going to hell because God doesn't believe in trans people.”
Family is not simply a recurring theme. It structures how participants interpret both hardship and support, influencing emotional responses, motivation, and relational expectations.
Divergence Across Sessions
Guest Versus Staff Interpretations of Organizational Strain
A consistent divergence appears between guest and staff perspectives. Guests describe their experience in terms of safety, access, autonomy, and system barriers. Staff describe strain through workload, alignment, leadership consistency, and capacity.
“In all honesty, for me right now, like obviously I'm in between trying to find a job and things, but this place, the staff here stand in your way more than they try to help you get out of here.”
“Within Mel Trotter, it is when organizationally we are not well aligned and when there's too much work to do. And that makes me feel tired, like we're trying to do the basic things, but failing at them.”
“For me, I think it's just... Too much to do, like too many priorities to be able to get all of them done. Causes a lot of anxiety, you get the feeling of failure.”
This divergence reflects differences in agency. Guests experience systems as constraints to navigate, while staff experience them as structures to sustain.
Program Structure as Either Opportunity or Constraint
A second divergence emerges between participants in highly structured programs and those in less structured environments. Workforce Development participants consistently describe structure as enabling progress, while other groups describe similar structures as restrictive.
“everything here that's provided is provided for you to take the step forward.”
“I have nothing because I didn't have nothing when I came here. So I mean, I feel like the stuff that I have now… it's been great.”
“A lot of our stuff went missing because people weren't doing their job correctly.”
“It feels like I'm trapped. right now. Like literally, it feels like a trap.”
This contrast indicates that structure is experienced positively when it is predictable, consistent, and tied to visible progress, and negatively when it is inconsistent or perceived as limiting agency.
Spiritual Engagement as Welcomed or Guarded
While faith is present across sessions, groups differ in their willingness to engage. Some participants describe active and meaningful engagement, while others express caution or discomfort, particularly when spiritual interaction feels imposed.
“There's been a couple times where, like, experienced-wise that I've prayed with customers, and they've actually come back and talk about how they've experienced healing.”
“people that would just be there to preach and not really try and force it upon you.”
“Feeling welcome to begin with… it feels like thin ice at best.”
Differences in engagement reflect variations in trust, prior experience, and perceived authenticity.
Mission-Oriented Versus Survival-Oriented Framing
Staff and guests consistently frame their experiences differently. Staff reference mission, culture, and alignment. Guests focus on immediate needs such as housing, employment, and family stability.
“But we have over 100 staff who work here, and they all should have some ministry mindset…”
“we just need resources. Hey guys, these places are hiring.”
“I don't have nothing… what do I do… I don't have nothing.”
This divergence reflects fundamentally different vantage points shaped by role and lived experience.
Interpretation
Across all sessions, the data demonstrate a consistent pattern: engagement is relational before it is programmatic. Participants are not only evaluating the services provided, but the relational and environmental conditions in which those services are delivered.
When participants experience dignity, consistency, relational credibility, and psychological safety, they describe openness, engagement, and forward movement. When these conditions are absent, they describe withdrawal, frustration, and distrust.  Taken together, these findings indicate that the effectiveness of organizational practices is determined not only by what is offered, but by how those offerings are experienced at the intersection of people, practices, and place.

Synopsis
The interview guide was designed as 10 questions around the following three domains; people, practices, and place.
People
	The data indicate that individuals are navigating multiple, overlapping forms of instability, including housing insecurity, financial strain, family disruption, mental health challenges, and barriers within institutional systems. These conditions do not operate independently; rather, they interact in ways that compound stress and reduce individuals’ capacity to stabilize their circumstances. Participants consistently describe experiences of fragmentation, where challenges in one domain intensify difficulties in others.
At the same time, participants demonstrate active meaning-making processes as they interpret their experiences. Engagement with faith ranges from strong belief to skepticism, but in nearly all cases, individuals are wrestling with questions of purpose, suffering, and direction. This suggests that spiritual inquiry is not absent, but often occurs without structured or supportive environments for exploration.
Relational dynamics are also central. Participants report experiences of isolation, stigma, and being misunderstood, while simultaneously expressing a strong sensitivity to moments of recognition and respect. Interactions characterized by dignity and personal acknowledgment are experienced as disproportionately meaningful, indicating that relational engagement plays a critical role in shaping individuals’ sense of identity and belonging.
Collectively, these findings suggest that individuals are not only in need of material support, but are operating within systems and environments that can limit agency, disrupt identity formation, and create misalignment between expectations and lived realities. Effective responses will need to account for these structural and relational dynamics.
Practices
	The data suggest that the effectiveness of organizational practices is strongly influenced by the quality of relational engagement embedded within them. Participants consistently identify dignity, respect, and interpersonal care as the defining features of meaningful experiences. These elements are not peripheral, but function as primary mechanisms through which individuals experience value, belonging, and openness.
Conversely, participants report that practices are less effective when they are inconsistently implemented, poorly communicated, or disconnected from lived experience. Challenges such as leadership turnover, limited follow-through, barriers to accessing resources, and institutional processes that result in unintended harm undermine trust and reduce the perceived credibility of services. This pattern indicates that the impact of practices is contingent not only on their design, but on their consistency, reliability, and alignment with participant needs.
Engagement with spiritual practices reflects a similar dynamic. Participants do not reject prayer, Scripture, or faith-based activities outright; rather, they experience difficulty when these practices feel inauthentic, overly prescriptive, or disconnected from their current realities. Barriers include discomfort in group settings, lack of confidence in interpreting religious texts, prior negative experiences, and sensitivity to perceived hypocrisy. As a result, spiritual practices are most effective when they are relationally grounded, contextually relevant, and experienced as credible.
These findings suggest that the primary consideration is not the introduction of additional practices, but the integrity and alignment of existing ones. Practices that are relationally consistent and contextually attuned are more likely to produce meaningful engagement.
Place
	The data indicate that physical and social environments play a significant role in shaping participants’ emotional states, behavior, and openness to engagement. Participants consistently describe feeling most at ease in environments characterized by safety, reduced stimulation, relational connection, and a sense of personal control. These include smaller, quieter spaces, access to nature, and informal settings that allow for authentic interaction.
In contrast, environments perceived as crowded, highly regulated, or unpredictable contribute to withdrawal, disengagement, and heightened stress. Participants describe responding to such conditions by limiting interaction, avoiding certain spaces, or mentally disengaging. This suggests that environmental factors can either facilitate or inhibit engagement, independent of programmatic content.
The relationship between environment and spiritual openness is particularly pronounced. Participants do not primarily describe faith exploration as emerging from formal instruction alone, but from environments where they feel welcomed, respected, and cared for. Hospitality, basic provision, and relational safety are consistently identified as foundational conditions that enable openness to spiritual engagement.
Additionally, participants emphasize the importance of autonomy within these environments. Spaces that allow for voluntary participation, personal reflection, and freedom from coercion are more conducive to engagement. When environments are perceived as controlling or prescriptive, participants are more likely to disengage.
Overall, the findings suggest that place is not a neutral backdrop, but an active factor that shapes engagement outcomes. Environments that prioritize safety, dignity, and relational connection are more likely to support both programmatic and spiritual objectives.
Synthesis
	Across all three domains, the data suggest that engagement is shaped by the interaction of structural conditions, relational dynamics, and environmental context. Individuals are actively navigating complex and often destabilizing circumstances, while seeking meaning, connection, and forward movement. Practices and environments that are consistent, relationally grounded, and aligned with lived experience are more likely to facilitate meaningful engagement.
Data Analysis
Below are the detailed analyses of each individual listening session, organized according to the domains of people, practices, and place, with the prominent themes within each domain identified, defined, and supported by direct participant quotations.

Unhoused Listening Session Data Analysis
People (Q1-Q4)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe hardship as grounded in the daily realities of homelessness, including exposure to harsh weather, lack of stable shelter, financial insecurity, and difficulty finding employment. These challenges are compounded by social isolation, stigma, and the unpredictability of life on the streets. Emotional strain is expressed through loneliness, stress, and the feeling of being judged or misunderstood by others. While some participants maintain forward momentum through persistence, others describe cycles of depletion where limited resources are spent simply trying to survive.
In response, participants turn to a mix of coping strategies, including tobacco, music, relationships, spending money, and, in some cases, substance use. These strategies often provide temporary relief but are recognized as insufficient or even harmful over time. Faith emerges as both a point of openness and tension. Some participants describe God as present through provision, safety, or internal guidance, while others express uncertainty or skepticism, particularly around claims of certainty about God’s actions. 
Prominent Themes
Survival Under Harsh Conditions
	This theme reflects the physical and environmental strain of homelessness. Participants describe constant exposure to weather, instability in where they sleep, and the daily effort required just to stay warm and safe.
“You're out all night long in the streets. You know, the weather hasn't been very nice lately. So it's been brutal, you know, trying to go here, trying to go there to stay warm, spend your money, just trying to stay warm, you know, when you don't have much.”
“I slept in two different vehicles up on parking lots up here, dealerships off of 28th Street. I checked the doors. I'm in there in the backseat this, you know, but it's kept me out of the weather a few nights, you know, I mean, but if anybody ever caught you actually jumping out of their vehicle, I'm thinking, oh my God, you know, so yeah.”
Isolation, Stigma, and Emotional Strain
	This theme captures the emotional impact of being alone and misunderstood. Participants describe loneliness and the experience of being judged or stereotyped based on their situation.
“I'd say being alone and. Finding yourself in the situation for the first time being displaced. And not really knowing what to do, the resources. But mostly just being alone, not really having anybody to talk to or understand what you're going through.”
“A lot of people assume if you're homeless it's because of like drugs or alcohol, not just life decided to pull the rug.”
Temporary Coping and Empty Relief
	This theme reflects the ways participants attempt to cope with stress through behaviors that provide short-term distraction or pleasure but lead to emptiness or regret. These include spending money, substance use, or unhealthy social interactions.
“I guess I've had a couple of pretty women, you know? But I end up spending all my money, you know? But at least I got what I wanted. But. Then I wake or think about it and I end up empty inside like. Everything just yeah, made me show empty.”
“I would have to agree with that too. Spending money on things you don't need. To try to like get some type of joy, you know? And then after all your money's gone and you actually need that money for something useful. you're just sitting there with stuff you don't need.”
Faith as Provision, Doubt, and Personal Interpretation
	This theme reflects the varied ways participants understand and relate to God. Some interpret provision and small blessings as evidence of God’s presence, while others struggle with claims of certainty about God’s actions or question how God is understood.
“A place to stay, your own place, you know, some peace, you know, integrity, guidance. just that sense of content. Man, I'm safe. I'm in my own place again. You know, God's with me.”
“I think in general, for me, it's when people say that they know, like, oh, that God was responsible for this. Like when a miracle happens and they're like, that was God, you know? But then when something terrible happens, they're like, oh, he works in mysterious ways.”
Practices (Q5-Q7)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe meaningful experiences within the shower ministry and surrounding context as those shaped by how they are treated by others. Being treated with dignity, respect, and basic human kindness stands out as a powerful and memorable contrast to experiences of rejection and suspicion in other public settings. Participants also note moments where they were able to contribute or feel useful, which reinforced a sense of identity and worth.
At the same time, participants report relatively few instances where services failed to deliver as expected. Instead, responsibility is often framed as shared or personal. When discussing spiritual practices, participants identify challenges related to social context, differences in interpretation, and feelings of not fitting in. These difficulties are less about rejection of faith and more about navigating relationships, expectations, and personal history.
Prominent Themes
Dignity Through Human Treatment
	This theme reflects how participants are impacted by being treated as a person rather than as a problem. Respectful interaction, especially in contrast to negative experiences elsewhere, becomes a defining and memorable aspect of the ministry.
“when it was like 70 something degrees out and I was just wearing my regular clothes, going around to the different stores and places, people interacted with me as though I was an actual person. But when I got cold out and I had this in my backpack and all my stuff on, they treat you very poorly.”
“Being treated like a person. These these places like this. Make make me more open to that.”
Contribution and Feeling Useful
	This theme captures the importance of opportunities to contribute and feel productive. Even small acts of work or service create a sense of identity, pride, and gratitude.
“I just think when I worked on the the van you guys got, you know, I felt like a good, hardworking person and it made me feel grateful.”
“I mean, he's brought me a good mate that's, our crazies match each other. So, if it wasn't for her, I wouldn't be going outside of months clean. Just, like I said, I'm homeless, but I'm peaceful.”
Navigating Spiritual Community and Difference
	This theme reflects the complexity of engaging in faith practices within diverse social environments. Participants describe discomfort related to differences in belief, interpretation, and expectations about how faith should be practiced.
“I feel like everybody has their own relationship with God. And some people really like to tell others how they should, you know, to practice their religion or that can kind of make things difficult.”
“The hardest part about, you said, reading the Bible, prayer, and a lot of times it's me feeling like I'm, you know, I don't fit in with these people because I'm not used to having like normal people from my, it's usually straight people.”
Place (Q8-Q10)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe feeling most at ease in spaces that offer distance from stressors, access to nature, or a sense of safety and calm. These spaces are often outside the immediate environment of concentrated homelessness and are associated with peace, quiet, and personal reflection. In contrast, environments that include certain individuals or behaviors can trigger withdrawal, avoidance, or disengagement, particularly when participants perceive others as giving up or engaging in harmful patterns.
When imagining spaces for exploring faith, participants emphasize environments characterized by kindness, hospitality, and basic care. Being welcomed, provided for, and treated with dignity are central to feeling open to spiritual exploration. Faith is not described as emerging from abstract teaching alone, but from environments where individuals feel safe, respected, and valued.
Prominent Themes
Seeking Distance for Safety and Peace
	This theme reflects participants’ need to physically and emotionally distance themselves from stressful or unsafe environments. Calm, natural, or less crowded spaces provide a sense of peace and personal grounding.
“Probably the further I get away from... Some of the homeless people are difficult to be around. So generally, the further I get away from the area, I feel more comfortable, a little safer.”
“I feel at ease sitting in the river picking for rocks or sitting under the bridge down by ***** and they're doing my jungle, or just being at home out in the on the woods and watching the deer come up within two feet of me.”
Withdrawal from Negative Influences
	This theme captures participants’ tendency to disengage when surrounded by individuals or behaviors that feel harmful, discouraging, or triggering. Avoidance becomes a strategy for maintaining stability.
“Yeah, just certain people that you see and you just think, oh, I don't want to be around that person. I'm going the other way.”
“Same being around people that have just straight up given up. they don't shower, they don't take care of themselves, they're not trying, and they're just taking advantage of whatever system or thing that they can around them.”
Hospitality as a Gateway to Faith
	This theme reflects how participants connect openness to faith with environments of care, welcome, and provision. Being greeted kindly, offered resources, and treated with dignity creates conditions where spiritual exploration feels possible.
“I guess places like this where when you walk in, they greet you, they're kind. They have food for you. Services that that are helpful. Offering showers and donations and stuff like.”
“Yeah, churches. In the community or. You know, make me feel better. You know, there's been a lot of times at Mel Trotters. They've been very caring. and very giving and very helpful, you know.”

N2 Listening Session Data Analysis
People (Q1-Q4)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe hard moments as deeply connected to family rupture, relational disappointment, addiction, and powerlessness over loved ones’ suffering. Several participants name disconnection from children, siblings, or family members as a core source of pain, and some describe turning to alcohol, drugs, or isolation when those relationships feel inaccessible or unresolved. The emotional experience is one of exhaustion, loss of control, and starting over after relationships or circumstances collapse.
At the same time, faith is described as a stabilizing and restorative presence. Some participants turn to Scripture, prayer, and time with God as sources of peace, while others imagine God’s presence as helping them become more loving, honest, surrendered, and connected to their true identity. Still, belief is not without tension. Participants wrestle with forgiveness, God’s omniscience, blame-shifting, and whether God already knows the full course of their lives. 
Prominent Themes
Family Disconnection and Relational Pain
	This theme reflects how hardship is often experienced through broken or strained family relationships. Participants describe pain connected to children, siblings, or loved ones, and that pain often becomes a trigger for isolation, substance use, or emotional distress.
“For me, when life seems to be the hardest, I seem to want to reconnect with family. And for whatever reason, they have their own issues. and we clash. And I have become tired of it, so I chose drinking.”
“I'm not being able to connect with my family, which is my daughters, you know, and my son. I start isolating. I even might run and use drugs, you know, which I really don't like or really don't, but that's my security blanket, you know, go get on.”
Powerlessness and Starting Over
	This theme captures the feeling of losing stability because of circumstances involving other people or loved ones. Participants describe needing to begin again, feeling unable to change painful situations, and struggling with the limits of their control.
“Things took a turn for the worse, very unexpectedly, and I ended up having to start over again.”
“When life feels hardest right now, what's usually going on is knowing that my son is away in Baraga Max facility up north. Knowing that my daughter is at Pine Rest right now. and knowing that I have no power to do anything about either of these situations.”
Turning to God for Peace and Direction
	This theme reflects how some participants use faith practices as a source of calm, grounding, and guidance. Scripture, prayer, and time with God are described not only as beliefs but as practices that provide peace and direction in the middle of distress.
“I find myself turning to the Lord. I read my Bible, and I spend time studying this word, and it does work. It gives me that peace I'm looking for.”
“God is real. And he does show up in my day-to-day life. He shows me that he sent his Holy Spirit to dwell in me, to lead me back to him.”
Struggle with Forgiveness, Blame, and God’s Knowledge
	This theme reflects the theological tensions participants experience when thinking about God. They wrestle with whether God forgives them, why people blame God for their circumstances, and how God can already know their thoughts, actions, and future.
“Daddy really would forgive me for the stuff that I've done, you know. There's some of the people that I've hurting, they lie, they lie, they lie, you know?”
“When people talk about God, to hear them blame Him for what's wrong in their life, that is what is hard to connect with them on. I can't accept the blame shifting.”
Practices (Q5-Q7)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe the shelter as a place that immediately creates strong impressions, both through its systems and through particular people. The intake and search process stands out as unfamiliar and controlling for some, while the size and flow of the building create awareness of the complexity of managing hundreds of people in one space. At the same time, relational care matters deeply. Participants name specific staff, especially Miss Selena, as memorable because of warmth, consistency, and maternal presence.
When discussing supports that did not fully land, participants point to missed follow-up, limits on opportunities to serve, and the frustration of wanting to contribute but being unable to do so. Spiritual practices are generally meaningful, but difficulties arise around unbelief, turmoil despite long-term faithfulness, religious inconsistency, and the challenge of communicating one’s interpretation of Scripture to others. Faith remains important, but participants are sensitive to hypocrisy, misunderstanding, and the gap between religious talk and lived behavior.
Prominent Themes
Institutional Control and First Impressions
	This theme reflects how participants experience shelter entry procedures and shared living systems as unfamiliar and significant. Being searched, having items controlled, and moving within a large facility with hundreds of people creates a strong early impression of institutional structure.
“So right out the gate, I'm not too familiar with GR. I'm from Holland. But one thing I noticed immediately when I came here that stuck out was the way that we walked in the door and immediately we were like being searched.”
“Something that immediately stuck out to me about this place is The fact that there's over 300 people staying here, and that's a lot of different individuals having to move about in the same pattern all the time.”
Relational Warmth and Maternal Care
	This theme captures the importance of staff who communicate care, consistency, and respect. Participants describe these interactions as emotionally meaningful because they create a sense of being welcomed, seen, and treated with dignity.
“Upon my arrival, Meeting Miss Selena, I found her to be a very maternal personality. And in knowing that, I missed that. And to this day, she greets me with a smile. And that will start my day off great.”
“I have to agree with that. Miss Selena treats everybody nice, cordial. You want to make sure you're all right, you know. And you got your well-being in hand, your best well-being in hand, you know.”
Frustrated Desire to Contribute
	This theme reflects participants’ desire to work, serve, and give back within the shelter. When opportunities to help are limited or declined, participants experience that as disappointing because service is tied to dignity, purpose, and gratitude.
“Well, I try to, my personality, I have, I love to work. And I ended up here because I had seizures. And my job let me go with no warning, no notification. After 14 years, no unemployment, nothing. And I get here. I like the surrounding. I like being here. And I offered to do the cleaning. asked if I could be a servant that way and was turned down.”
“I feel the same way because I always wanted to help, you know, I wanted to do something, clean up something, do something, you know, for y'all, for them, you know, because They're doing a lot for me. I'd like to return to service.”
Spiritual Authenticity and Interpretation
	This theme reflects participants’ concern that religious speech should match lived behavior and sincere transformation. They also describe the difficulty of discussing God with people who do not believe or who interpret Scripture differently.
“I find it difficult to be in certain groups because people come in and they do one heck of a job acting, and then turn around and leave from that talk and go back to the way they really are.”
“Honestly, to put it in the most simplest of terms, when it comes to prayer and talking about God with others, the most difficult thing is trying to convince them. that my mindset is correct over their mindset.”
Place (Q8-Q10)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe ease and authenticity as emerging in places where they can experience peace, conversation, spiritual connection, or rest. Meals and informal conversations provide opportunities for social connection, while chapel is experienced as a meaningful place of worship, warmth, and growing participation. Personal space also matters, with one participant describing bed as a place where rest allows clearer thinking and better decision-making.
Participants also describe withdrawing from spaces where negativity, gossip, jealousy, or lack of warmth disrupts their sense of peace. The day center is named as a place where participants may pull back when the environment becomes relationally unhealthy. When imagining openness to God, participants describe chapel, direct conversation with God, reunion with departed loved ones, and God as a loving father who sees their potential. Their vision of faith is relational, restorative, and tied to being taught, comforted, and guided toward love.
Prominent Themes
Ease Through Meals, Chapel, and Rest
	This theme reflects the places where participants feel most comfortable and able to be themselves. Meals offer conversation, chapel provides spiritual connection, and bed offers rest and mental clarity.
“I'm most at ease in this place when I'm enjoying a meal and just having conversations with the people that are around me.”
“For me, I would say I find the most comfort in chapel because it has started me wanting to be there more.”
Withdrawal from Negativity and Relational Tension
	This theme captures how participants pull back when the environment becomes critical, jealous, or emotionally unsafe. Rather than joining negative conversations, some choose to separate themselves to preserve peace and avoid being drawn into tearing others down.
“I would say yes, and that is when we're gathered in the community room and there are groups that gather together and they start talking down about this one or that one.”
“And some days I have moments where I'm just so frustrated at myself because I feel like, I've been doing all this stuff and I'm not coming back to a place that feels warm or, feels like friendly environment.”
God as Father, Teacher, and Guide
	This theme reflects participants’ desire to experience God relationally, as someone who sees them, teaches them, guides them, and helps them understand love. God is imagined not as distant but as personally involved in their growth and identity.
“If I had an experience with God, I know God would be looking on me as his son, and he'll be, he'll be pretty much like Coming down on that angle, as a dad looks at his son, you know, a dad wants to see his son doing well and proud.”
“Talking with him, him teaching me the word and showing me, you know, the way to go, you know, just helping me understand and me asking questions and just being in a blissful surrounding, getting some fat on my head.”
Faith Through Comfort, Memory, and Connection
	This theme reflects how spiritual openness is connected to comfort, remembered loved ones, and meaningful worship spaces. Participants describe faith as something experienced through chapel, family memory, and moments that move them toward a better life.
“Who would be there? Would be. The people in the Chapel. That is where I. Connect with God. On a weekly basis.”
“Okay, if I were to experience or share my experience, years ago, I was struck by a car and left paralyzed. They had to do emergency surgeries, and I had lost family members years before. And during this time that I was undergoing surgeries, I got to see departed family members and that comforted me and made me want more, want better.”
S3 Listening Session Data Analysis
People (Q1-Q4)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe hard moments as emotionally overwhelming, chaotic, and closely tied to anxiety, insomnia, addiction, paranoia, and the feeling of losing progress. Difficulty is experienced both internally, through racing thoughts, spiraling, and mental distress, and externally, through the instability of shelter life and broader life circumstances. Several participants name alcohol, smoking, prayer, meditation, Bible reading, and focusing on future goals as ways they cope, though these strategies are described with varying degrees of effectiveness. Faith is present throughout the discussion, but it is not simplistic. Participants describe God as showing up through signs, shelter, creation, other people, and daily provision, while also wrestling with judgment, guilt, and the difficulty of believing that God could love them despite their past actions. 
Prominent Themes
Chaos, Anxiety, and Mental Overload
	This theme reflects how participants experience hardship as a state of internal chaos and emotional overwhelm. Their descriptions emphasize racing thoughts, insomnia, paranoia, anxiety, and the feeling that life setbacks can quickly become spirals.
“It feels like chaos and very overwhelming.”
“Normally it's like paranoia. I got insomnia, so it's very hard to sleep at night. My thoughts kind of catch up to me at night. So it's kind of hard to deal with that, especially I'll be trying to go to bed, but it just doesn't work out for me. So, yeah. Yeah.”
Coping Through Prayer, Meditation, and Substances
	This theme captures the range of strategies participants turn to when life feels hard. Some turn toward God, meditation, or scripture, while others identify alcohol or smoking as coping mechanisms that may provide temporary relief but do not fully resolve what they are facing.
“Yeah, me personally, I drink too much. I deal with that. I mean, it's kind of about it. I mean, I try to focus on anxiety and dealing with that too. That's why I drink though too and such, yeah.”
“I pray to God. Meditate. And He gives His answers in His own ways.”
Recognizing God in Signs, Creation, and Provision
	This theme reflects participants’ belief that God shows up in indirect but meaningful ways. Rather than expecting only dramatic intervention, they describe God’s presence through shelter, nature, people, dreams, visions, and the created world.
“He comes in weird signs sometimes, maybe on the TV or sometimes something miraculous happens, you know. For example, I prayed to God yesterday, and I was blessed with this shelter when I was given, it was just out of the blue, you know? Like, you're going to Mel Trotter homeless shelter. And that's the pathway that God sent me in, so.”
“I agree. I think that God does show up in miraculous ways or in ways he might not expect. So I mean, if I, when I think of God showing up by, I personally, I think of the things like the sun and plants and seasons and life in general. I mean, God shows up every day, whether you want him to or not.”
Faith, Judgment, and the Need for Relationship
	This theme reflects participants’ struggle with religious language that makes God seem transactional, magical, or primarily judgmental. They emphasize that faith requires participation, relationship, and effort, while also naming the difficulty of believing in divine love when they feel burdened by guilt or fear of judgment.
“Some people want direct answers from God, like instantaneous, like it's a magician or like some sort of... magical wish they can make. But you have to put in the work as well. That's what I'm starting to realize. He'll put you on a pathway, but you have to keep going on that pathway.”
“Sometimes like the way that people will explain it, they'll explain it just like, oh, just believe in God and he's just gonna deliver you from everything. But I feel like a lot of people don't explain that God really wants a relationship with you, like your own separate relationship.”
Practices (Q5-Q7)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe their experiences in the shelter as deeply formative because they expose them to the suffering, resilience, and complexity of others. Many describe being humbled by seeing people with disabilities, addiction, grief, and severe hardship, which leads them to greater gratitude and a broadened perspective. At the same time, the environment is marked by conflict, fighting, and visible distress, which leaves a strong emotional impression. Participants also identify areas where support does not fully land, particularly around intake, waitlists, access to programs, mail, and the difficulty of navigating services while working or trying to move forward. Spiritually, prayer and talking with God are present but often complicated by guilt, awkwardness, doubt, and questions about why suffering is allowed to happen.
Prominent Themes
Exposure to Suffering and Deepened Gratitude
	This theme reflects how participants are affected by witnessing the hardship of others in the shelter. Seeing people with disabilities, addiction, trauma, and visible grief causes participants to reflect on their own circumstances and become more aware of what others are carrying.
“There's a lot of people who are lost. You know, I see all these folks with their own problems, and I observe people, one, because I'm scared, and second, I don't know what kind of trauma they went through. You know, everyone's struggling through their own ways.”
“I would have to agree with that 'cause it's like a lot of the people that are here, they do need to be here because I've heard their stories. And some of them are the worst of the worst. I don't think I could live walking in their shoes for like even 30 minutes.”
Conflict, Fighting, and the Desire for Peace
	This theme captures how violence and conflict in the shelter environment leave a lasting impression. Participants describe frequent fighting as unnecessary and painful to witness, while also recognizing the difficult work staff do in managing these situations.
“For me, I see a lot of people fight all the time. The fights, they stick with me. Like, they do. They stick with me because people just shouldn't fight that much.”
“Just don't, just don't do it. You don't have to do it. Just choose peace. Choose a different way to mitigate your problems, you know.”
Gaps in Access, Programs, and Support
	This theme reflects the frustration participants experience when services meant to help them are difficult to access or do not meet their needs. Barriers include confusion during intake, waiting for programs, difficulty getting mail, and feeling overlooked or stigmatized.
“So this is my first day here Doing intake and everything it was nice the security guards were nice. They you know, they pat me down for everything But when I got to the room I was supposed to be in there's no staff member like there until like probably 30 minutes later you know It makes me very confused and disappointed already because I don't know the building.”
“I'm never here to check my mail. And that sounds silly, but I'm never here to check my mail. It took me 3 weeks to get my mail. And the two times I was here to check my mail, they had to leave earlier. They just weren't here.”
Prayer, Guilt, and Spiritual Discomfort
	This theme reflects participants’ complex relationship with prayer and spiritual practice. Some feel comfortable praying, while others describe awkwardness, guilt, uncertainty, or discomfort because they feel they only turn to God when they need something.
“Sometimes I struggle with that. I think we all probably do a little bit. Yeah. But, you know, when I pray, sometimes I ask for things I shouldn't. I mentioned that earlier.”
“It always seems like I'm trying to like find the right words to talk to so I can like get my way. And I read the Bible, but it's really just like, to me, it's not that, it just feels when I do it.”
Place (Q8-Q10)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe feeling most at ease in spaces where they can experience some measure of calm, connection, and personal safety. Bedrooms, the third-floor couches, the lunchroom, and relationships with roommates or other guests provide moments of peace in an otherwise stressful environment. Several participants emphasize the importance of meeting new people and recognizing the humanity of others, suggesting that relational connection can soften the fear and chaos of shelter life. At the same time, participants identify lines, waiting, crowded spaces, and the north side of the building as places where they tend to check out or dissociate. These settings amplify feelings of shame, frustration, exposure, and lack of control. When imagining spaces for exploring faith, participants describe nature, confession, baptism, and even Mel Trotter itself as possible contexts where God might feel more accessible.
Prominent Themes
Peace Through Relationships and Personal Space
	This theme reflects how participants find ease in smaller, more personal spaces where they can build relationships and feel less overwhelmed. Bedrooms and informal gathering spaces provide opportunities to connect with others and experience moments of peace.
“Meeting new people and the bedrooms. They give you hope. There's people lounging around. They don't know. You know, they got free time. And some people spend their free time socializing. Some people spend their free time playing video games. You know, they're actual people you can talk to.”
“I like showing up on the couches on the third floor up there. I've met some of my new best friends I've just met showing up there.”
Disconnection in Lines and Crowded Spaces
	This theme captures how waiting in lines, especially outside or for meals, contributes to emotional withdrawal. These moments are marked by exposure, frustration, and the mental burden of standing still while difficult thoughts surface.
“When I check out, it's because I'm standing in line. I mean, I'm fortunate. I got a job. I got an early bed ticket. Most days, even on my days off, I get my bed ticket early and I leave because I don't.”
“I'd have to say the outside line because I just started a new job and I would come back from work and then I have to be out there for like an hour, hour 30.”
Need for Calmer, More Humanizing Environments
	This theme reflects participants’ awareness that physical environment shapes emotional experience. Spaces with windows, fewer people, or less crowding help participants feel less trapped, while basement-like or crowded spaces intensify distress.
“I would say I feel the most comfortable in the lunchroom because of the windows. I think it really is the windows because you're able to see outside and see movement, people moving throughout their day.”
“It's just a lot more people, a lot more bunks. Can't really do what you want. It's just a lot of people over there.”
Faith Exploration Through Nature, Confession, and Shelter Life
	This theme reflects the varied ways participants imagine openness to God. Some describe traditional practices like confession or baptism, others describe nature as the place where God feels most evident, and one participant identifies Mel Trotter itself as a place where people begin to reconnect with God through receiving help.
“Honestly, I want to have a confessional room. You know those confessional rooms, right? Like, Father, I have sinned.”
“Sure, I know for a fact. I I've had the blessing of visiting the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. There's some places there that are really untouched, really green, really beautiful in the summertime, and that's where I knew for a fact God existed.”
YES Listening Session Data Analysis
People (Q1-Q4)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe hardship as closely tied to structural instability and internal conflict. Difficulty finding employment, securing housing, and navigating financial barriers creates a persistent sense of being stuck and unable to move forward. These external pressures are compounded by internal struggles, including overthinking, emotional conflict, and uncertainty about how to proceed. The experience of hardship is both practical and psychological, as participants feel blocked externally while also wrestling internally with direction and identity.
In response, participants turn to a mix of coping strategies, including solitude, music, creativity, substances, relationships, and, for some, faith in God. Faith is described in varied ways, ranging from strong belief in God’s guidance to skepticism shaped by personal loss and experience. Participants imagine God’s presence as guidance, transformation, or connection through music and people, but also express difficulty understanding God’s plan, forgiveness, and voice. 
Prominent Themes
Barriers to Employment and Housing Stability
	This theme reflects how participants experience hardship through structural barriers that prevent forward movement. Difficulty securing jobs and housing creates frustration and reinforces a sense of being stuck.
“It's usually... Usually it's the inability to find actual hire, like, job opportunities, because most places that you apply to, they They'll say that they'll give you an interview. They'll give you an interview and then they just, they keep pushing it back or they won't ever get back to you.”
“It feels like it's hard to get a... settle in place, like you gotta work for housing and the stuff you need. So yeah, just basically get into the housing where you're seeing if you can get the house and going through it all.”
Internal Conflict and Overthinking
	This theme captures the psychological dimension of hardship, where participants feel trapped in their thoughts and emotions. Uncertainty about how to move forward creates mental strain and contributes to feeling stuck.
“I say you're tending to get stuck in your head, and if not in your head, you get conflicted with your feelings and how you should move forward with the hand you've either been dealt before or what's going on currently when you ***** with you.”
“Like I said, with conflation, you either turn to, if you're a believer, turn to Christ or whatever suited you before, such as weed or other stuff.”
Coping Through Solitude, Creativity, and Faith
	This theme reflects the variety of ways participants manage stress, including being alone, talking with others, creating music, and turning to God. These strategies provide moments of peace, stability, or distraction, even if they do not fully resolve underlying issues.
“But usually it's just I have to sit in my own silence and be alone for a little bit. It might seem a little contradictory, but sometimes just having an empty mind will help soothe you in a weird way.”
“I've also been slowly turning to music. Like I've been currently writing my own song. I've been working on, I was working on that earlier today. I'm going to be recording a piece of it tomorrow. And I don't know, something about creating something that is completely your own brings peace, at least to me.”
Struggle with Belief, Forgiveness, and God’s Plan
	This theme reflects the tension participants experience in understanding God. Personal experiences, loss, and past actions make it difficult to fully believe in God’s plan, forgiveness, or clarity of direction.
“The thing that has been hardest for me to believe personally, and it's just because of past experiences, is that he has a plan for everybody. And that's because I had a friend that was really Christian and like, he was a big believer. And when he was 17, he shot himself because he couldn't find himself like he thought he could.”
“Another thing I'd say it's hard to believe is that, you know, he can forgive you for a lot of the mistakes you've made out of the things you've done, especially things that, you know, you thought were right, because nobody ever told you they were wrong before.”
Practices (Q5-Q7)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe experiences within the shelter that are shaped by both positive relational connection and moments of disappointment or mistrust. Some participants highlight growth in patience, respect, and personal development, as well as the formation of meaningful peer relationships that resemble a sense of brotherhood. These experiences contribute to a feeling of belonging and safety within the environment.
At the same time, participants describe situations where systems or staff responses did not meet expectations, particularly around safety and accountability. These moments create frustration and reduce trust in the system. Spiritual engagement is also complex, with some participants expressing discomfort around sharing personal experiences or feeling pressured by others’ beliefs. Participants emphasize the importance of being allowed to explore faith at their own pace without coercion.
Prominent Themes
Personal Growth and Brotherhood
	This theme reflects how participants experience the shelter as a place of relational connection and personal development. Learning patience, respect, and forming close peer relationships contributes to a sense of belonging.
“For me, I'm going to say I learned because when you come to the play, you're going to know about life. One, you're going to learn the patient. The two, your feet. See God, you think you're going to believe in God because everyone got life in this place.”
“I feel it's like a brotherhood, something like that, because I met someone here about a year ago. And me and him, we got close. We started talking about day-to-day things. And we even started going to like programs around the city and going to play basketball.”
Frustration with Safety and Accountability
	This theme captures participants’ concerns about how conflicts and safety issues are handled. Perceived inconsistency in responses to incidents leads to feelings that safety is not always prioritized.
“I never really understood that. They were trying to, like they tried to kick him out for 30 days and give him a 30 day no service for trying to stop the fight.”
“And it just kind of stuck with me that like, they don't, it seems like they don't really care much about our safety unless it's actually starting to get really physical like that.”
Disappointment When Support Does Not Follow Through
	This theme reflects moments where participants expected help or intervention but did not receive it. These experiences can undermine trust in staff and systems.
“I got my wallet stolen when I was in the gym. We were supposed to be sleeping, my wallet stolen. I told the staff about it. You know, I was hoping they'd call the cops and search the cameras and see, at least question the guys who were all in the room, but they didn't do that.”
“I could have called the cops myself and had that happen, but I didn't see a point in it. You know, I just thought I could trust the staff.”
Pressure and Discomfort in Spiritual Spaces
	This theme reflects the tension participants feel when engaging with spiritual practices or conversations. Discomfort arises when participants feel judged, misunderstood, or pressured to adopt beliefs before they are ready.
“I feel like people would look down on me for the way it happened, for what I've done, for, you know, just the wrongdoings in general.”
“It seems almost as if trying to force me into it. And it just feels really uncomfortable because I'd rather just be there to hear what they have to say.”
Place (Q8-Q10)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe feeling most at ease in spaces that provide solitude, openness, or a sense of personal control. Private areas such as their room or bathroom allow for reflection and emotional regulation, while outdoor spaces provide freedom and relief from the constraints of shared living environments. Even within communal areas, comfort is linked to being able to choose when and how to engage with others.
Participants also describe a tendency to withdraw or mentally check out when surrounded by others, using internal reflection as a way to cope. When imagining openness to faith, participants emphasize environments that are non-coercive, peaceful, and aligned with their personal preferences, such as nature, quiet spaces, or inclusive religious settings. Faith exploration is most appealing when it allows autonomy, personal reflection, and freedom from pressure.
Prominent Themes
Solitude as a Source of Ease
	This theme reflects how participants find comfort in being alone, where they can think, reflect, and regulate their emotions without external pressure. Private spaces provide a sense of control and mental clarity.
“When I'm in my room, I can just sit back, think, maybe look out the window, although there's not much to see, but I can look out my window and just talk to myself.”
“Sometimes also in the bathrooms, you know, it's just solitude or just rocking solo. So it's like you got that time to be alone.”
Freedom and Peace in Open Spaces
	This theme captures how outdoor or open environments create a sense of freedom and emotional relief. Being outside allows participants to feel less confined and more at peace.
“For me, I'm going to, for me, I'm going to say outside is good. When I be outside, I'm free.”
“I feel like my room. Yeah. A space where you can just chill and like the day center, communicate with one of your friends or something, watch a movie. And Yeah, just be at peace.”
Mental Withdrawal as Coping
	This theme reflects how participants mentally disengage from their surroundings as a way to cope with social or emotional overload. Even when physically present, they may retreat inward to manage their experience.
“Normally when I'm around people, I like I'm there, but then I'll like, for the most part, be checked out or elsewhere.”
“I'll be able to still hear and understand what they're talking about and saying, but just be with myself.”
Preference for Non-Coercive Faith Exploration
	This theme reflects participants’ desire to explore faith in environments that allow autonomy and personal choice. They emphasize openness to listening and learning, but without pressure to adopt specific beliefs.
“I feel like a church like that would help somebody, at least like me, who's trying to find their faith and they don't know which one yet.”
“people that would just be there to preach and not really try and force it upon you, like they know, they're just preaching as they usually do and treat you like just another part of the church.”
R&R Listening Session Data Analysis
People (Q1-Q4)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe life as difficult primarily due to the loss of control that accompanies homelessness, particularly in relation to privacy, personal space, and access to basic needs. The inability to control one’s environment, belongings, and daily routines creates a persistent sense of instability and vulnerability. Structural barriers, such as inconsistent access to food, healthcare systems that are difficult to navigate, and institutional policies that limit autonomy, compound this experience. Emotional strain is intensified by the loss of personal belongings, past trauma, and ongoing uncertainty. In response, participants turn to a range of coping strategies, including meditation, spirituality, substance use, and resilience-based mindsets, though these are often constrained by their environment. Engagement with faith is diverse and complex, shaped by personal history, trauma, and cultural background, with some participants expressing alternative spiritual frameworks or ambivalence toward traditional religious constructs. 
Prominent Themes
Loss of Control and Lack of Privacy
	This theme reflects how homelessness removes individuals’ ability to control their environment, space, and daily life. Participants describe how the absence of privacy and personal agency creates stress and makes it difficult to function or move forward.
“A lack of privacy and a lack of a place to like cement and control your own environment makes basically everything that you go through feel out of your control.”
“The same thing with the privacy thing is the fact that these dorms are literally built like a prison.”
Instability Around Basic Needs and Systems
	This theme captures the ongoing uncertainty participants face in accessing food, healthcare, and institutional support. Even when resources exist, they are inconsistent or difficult to access, creating additional stress and insecurity.
“I literally today spent three hours on the phone just trying to get through to tech support, and if I hadn't, I wouldn't have known if I could eat today, or if my health benefits were being declined.”
“Ordinarily, there are two meals offered at Mil Trotter, breakfast and dinner to those who are not on tracks, and a bag lunch or small lunch offered to those that are on track.”
Loss of Personal Belongings and Emotional Impact
	This theme reflects the deep emotional significance of personal belongings and the distress caused when those items are lost or mishandled. For participants, belongings represent identity, memory, and stability, making their loss particularly painful.
“I had to watch. as someone else bought my own stuff. And I knew it was mine because it had my initials on the tag.”
“We may be homeless, but that doesn't mean we don't have things that we care about.”
Diverse and Personalized Spiritual Coping
	This theme highlights the wide range of spiritual and coping practices participants use, shaped by individual histories and beliefs. Faith is not uniform, and for some, alternative spiritual frameworks or personal belief systems provide meaning and support.
“I usually turn to Lilith. I know a lot of people believe that she's evil or she's a demon or something like that.”
“I try to stay close to spiritual as much as I can and try to, like, I don't really lean heavily on a very set religion.”

Practices (Q5-Q7)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe experiences that were intended to provide support but instead resulted in frustration, loss, or disengagement. Institutional processes, particularly heat treatment procedures, are identified as causing significant harm through the loss of personal belongings, often without adequate communication or care. These experiences reinforce a broader perception of being overlooked or mishandled by systems that are meant to help. When engaging with spiritual practices or discussions about God, participants express discomfort rooted in past harm, exclusion, and judgment. Conversations about faith are often perceived as unsafe or unproductive, particularly when religious beliefs are used to marginalize or invalidate their identities and experiences. This contributes to a sense of distance from traditional religious frameworks and skepticism toward their application in lived contexts.
Prominent Themes
Harmful Institutional Processes
	This theme reflects how systems designed to help can instead cause harm when implemented without care or accountability. Participants describe processes that result in significant personal loss and reinforce feelings of being devalued.
“Nix was the most recent graduator, and he lost pretty much everything he didn't wear to work that day.”
“A lot of our stuff went missing because people weren't doing their job correctly.”
Discomfort and Distrust in Religious Conversation
	This theme captures the difficulty participants experience when engaging in discussions about faith. These conversations are often perceived as unsafe, leading to avoidance or defensiveness.
“just approaching the subject at all, it feels like thin ice at best.”
“it never feels like it's going to be constructive or like, is it going to change anything?”
Religion as a Tool for Harm and Exclusion
	This theme reflects participants’ experiences of religion being used to justify harm, judgment, and exclusion. These experiences contribute to rejection or critique of traditional religious frameworks.
“My entire family disowned me because I was a trans person and they said I was going to hell because God doesn't believe in trans people.”
“people use God to rape, to beat, to kill, to do whatever they want to people, just because they think that it's okay as long as they say God allowed it.”
Skepticism Toward Religious Explanations of Suffering
	This theme highlights participants’ rejection of common religious narratives that attempt to explain hardship. Statements such as “everything happens for a reason” are experienced as dismissive and harmful.
“Everything happens for a reason.”
“Telling us that they were lost or taken from us for a reason is cruel to hear.”

Place (Q8-Q10)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe feeling most at ease in environments where they have privacy, safety, and freedom from external judgment or threat. Personal space, particularly being alone or in trusted small groups, is essential for emotional safety and authenticity. In contrast, shared or public environments are often associated with danger, vulnerability, and past traumatic experiences, leading to withdrawal and heightened vigilance. When imagining ideal environments for exploring faith, participants emphasize basic needs, safety, autonomy, and relational support as foundational conditions. These envisioned spaces include consistent access to food, flexible movement, supportive staff, and opportunities for personal development, all within an environment free from threat and structured in a way that promotes dignity and growth.
Prominent Themes
Need for Privacy and Emotional Safety
	This theme reflects the importance of having spaces where individuals feel secure and free from judgment. Participants describe privacy as essential for being authentic and emotionally stable.
“The only time I ever feel like I'm able to be myself is when I'm by myself.”
“Within our space.”
Vulnerability and Exposure in Shared Environments
	This theme captures the risks and discomfort associated with shared or public spaces. Participants describe these environments as unsafe, contributing to fear, withdrawal, and ongoing stress.
“there's nowhere in this building that we can go and be safe quietly whenever we want.”
“We literally have to fend for ourselves.”
Trauma and Ongoing Threat
	This theme reflects the impact of past and present trauma on participants’ sense of safety. Experiences of violence and vulnerability shape how participants navigate their environment and limit their ability to feel secure.
“I can't tell you how many times I've been molested over the fact that the first time I got here, I was molested by a guy because of it wouldn't get me into R and arson now.”
“there is a lot of men out there that's predators.”
Desire for Holistic, Supportive Environments
	This theme highlights participants’ vision for spaces that meet both basic and developmental needs. Ideal environments include access to food, safety, supportive relationships, and opportunities for growth and skill-building.
“everybody eats whenever they want, as much as they want.”
“A therapist that you can meet with once a week to discuss your issues”

Tracks Guests Listening Session Data Analysis
People (Q1-Q4)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe life as most difficult when institutional systems, interpersonal dynamics, and personal hardship converge to create a sense of powerlessness and frustration. Across both interviews, there is a consistent emphasis on barriers within the environment itself, including inconsistent rules, lack of access to resources, and perceived unfair treatment by staff. These conditions generate feelings of tension, entrapment, and emotional strain, often described in extreme terms. At the same time, participants are navigating significant personal challenges such as chronic pain, unemployment, and housing instability, which compound the stress of their environment. In response, individuals turn to coping mechanisms such as smoking, caffeine, or external resources, while also expressing a desire for honesty, fairness, and meaningful support. Faith remains present but is often strained, shaped by skepticism, frustration with hypocrisy, and difficulty reconciling belief with lived experience. 
Prominent Themes
Institutional Frustration and Perceived Injustice
	This theme reflects participants’ experience of the system as inconsistent, unfair, and at times obstructive. Rules, expectations, and access to resources are perceived as unevenly applied, creating a sense that the system is working against them rather than supporting them.
“For me, my attention starts in intake, where there's a bunch of Rules that constantly change on a daily basis and depends on the person. They're on their mood. Whether if they're in a good mood, you can come in easy. And certain days, certain people, they have a bad mood and they just give people a hard time through intake.”
“In all honesty, for me right now, like obviously I'm in between trying to find a job and things, but this place, the staff here stand in your way more than they try to help you get out of here.”
Emotional Strain and Sense of Entrapment
	This theme captures the emotional impact of participants’ experiences, including feelings of anger, tension, and being trapped. The combination of environmental stressors and personal hardship leads to a sense of confinement and lack of control.
“At that very moment, it feels like incarceration. The real incarceration. It feels like this is not the place you want to be. It feels like tension building up and people get angry at that. You can see it.”
“It feels like I'm trapped. right now. Like literally, it feels like a trap. And I'm gonna be honest, and I use this terminology quite often, as at this point it feels like I am in a labor camp.”
Coping Through Substitutes and External Means
	This theme reflects how participants manage stress through accessible but often harmful or insufficient coping mechanisms. In the absence of adequate internal support, individuals rely on habits like smoking or seek help outside the system.
“Bad habits. In some, in my case, a cigarette. I'm not supposed, I'm supposed to quit smoking. Nobody should smoke, but I have to quit smoking for surgery.”
“I mean, I use resources outside of here. In all honesty, I wish we had resources in here.”
Spiritual Skepticism and Disillusionment
	This theme highlights participants’ struggle to reconcile faith with their experiences, particularly when encountering hypocrisy or unmet expectations. While belief is present, it is often accompanied by doubt, frustration, or critique of how faith is practiced by others.
“The hypocrisy. You... I haven't seen it here. The people who are in charge of devotion, chapel, they seem to not have the hypocrisy that I see now. Before I came here, a lot of people who go to church, I don't really go to church, but I've been around a lot of people who do. And it's sad how a church is meant for one thing and Here they are, just badmouthing other people, their situations, their living, their lifestyles.”
“I think a lot of it, like, and a lot of it is where we all come from different areas, different aspects of life, lived our lives differently. So to hear somebody say their turn to faith was, you know, you find, okay, well, is he actually saying this or did he just come in for cookies and coffee or something like that, you know?”

Practices (Q5-Q7)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe meaningful experiences as those rooted in consistent support, relational trust, and tangible assistance, particularly when individuals demonstrate reliability and follow-through. Positive experiences are contrasted sharply with frustration when systems or individuals fail to deliver expected help, reinforcing a broader sense of inconsistency. Growth is often described in terms of internal discipline, such as learning patience, though this is sometimes accompanied by frustration when expectations are not modeled by others. Participants also identify specific barriers to change, including addiction, fear of medical procedures, and difficulty accessing resources. Engagement with faith practices varies, with some participants expressing commitment while others struggle with comprehension or denominational differences that limit full participation.
Prominent Themes
Value of Consistent Support and Follow-Through
	This theme reflects the importance of reliability and proactive support in creating meaningful experiences. When individuals feel supported without having to fight for help, those moments stand out as significant and impactful.
“Next step was fantastic. I went through the woodworking program and I worked with Mr. Donito. You know, I never had to fight with her to contact her. She always contacted me. I never had to fight with her to find her, to have help finding a job because she was always on top of it.”
“Lead by example.”
Frustration with Lack of Practical Resources
	This theme captures the gap between what participants need and what is provided. Participants repeatedly describe the absence of accessible, relevant resources, particularly related to housing and employment, as a major barrier to progress.
“we just need resources. Hey guys, these places are hiring. 'Cause there's 50 places I could think of hiring right now and none of our staff know about it.”
“if you want to have an advocate come here to meet you, it is a literal nightmare to try to bring them in. They do everything in their power to keep it back.”
Personal Barriers and Fear of Change
	This theme reflects internal struggles that hinder progress, including addiction, fear, and uncertainty about the future. Even when individuals recognize the need for change, emotional and physical barriers make it difficult to move forward.
“My smoking habit. I have to quit smoking cigarettes. The nicotine is really hurting me. I have, I have to quit. I have to quit smoking. I can't. The stress is a little too much for me and smoking cigarettes is my comfort.”
“I don't know how to go through it.”
Difficulty Engaging with Scripture and Religious Practice
	This theme highlights challenges participants face in understanding or participating in structured religious practices. Barriers include comprehension issues, denominational differences, and discomfort with certain expectations.
“Reading it, reading the Bible. It sounds interesting how I'm hearing it, but when I try to go and read it for myself, it's not that easy. I don't understand it.”
“Because I'm Catholic, so I do confession. You know, it's just like you gotta basically say everything. You can't hold anything back. The other thing that about this place that I like find hard for me being a Catholic base is we don't do communion here.”

Place (Q8-Q10)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe feeling most at ease in environments that provide privacy, control, and freedom from surveillance or judgment. Personal spaces, particularly their own rooms, are identified as the only places where they can fully relax or be authentic. In contrast, shared spaces are often associated with conflict, monitoring, and the risk of statements being used against them, leading to withdrawal and self-censorship. Physical pain, emotional stress, and interpersonal tension further contribute to disengagement. When imagining ideal environments for exploring faith, participants describe spaces that are peaceful, natural, relational, and supportive, often emphasizing the presence of trusted individuals who listen and respond to their needs.
Prominent Themes
Need for Safe and Private Spaces
	This theme reflects the importance of environments where participants feel secure and free from judgment or repercussions. Personal spaces provide a sense of control and emotional safety that is lacking in shared environments.
“In my bedroom.”
“My room. Everything we say is used against us here. Like we can't have normal, we cannot have a normal discussion or even some of us like to make debate things about what's going on around here.”
Withdrawal Due to Surveillance and Fear of Repercussion
	This theme captures participants’ tendency to disengage in response to perceived monitoring and misuse of information. Fear that their words will be used against them leads to self-censorship and avoidance of shared spaces.
“Yeah, I don't do anything in the, They are in our lobby out there. Because yet again, anything I say gets listened to and anything I say gets used against me.”
“We have nobody to vent to. Like everything we say is taken as if we are attacking them directly.”
Disengagement Driven by Pain and Stress
	This theme reflects how physical pain and emotional distress contribute to withdrawal and reduced participation. Participants describe being forced to stop or disengage when pain becomes overwhelming.
“When the pain really stings, I have to stop. And that depresses me because it's been a long time. I've been dealing with this pain.”
“Inside of me, I'm breaking down. My bones are deteriorating.”
Desire for Peaceful and Relational Faith Environments
	This theme highlights participants’ vision of ideal spaces for spiritual exploration as calm, natural, and relational. These environments contrast sharply with their current experience and emphasize safety, connection, and openness.
“A lot of green grass, trees, little critters running around, birds. Like paradise.”
“For me, it's Pastor Sam. Pastor Sam's like, here are problems. And he's bringing up to the certain staffs like, like they know what's here from Sam, Pastor Sam.”

Parent Listening Session Data Analysis
People (Q1-Q4)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe hardship as centered on homelessness, financial instability, and the effect of shelter life on their children. Their struggles are not only about the absence of housing, but also about the emotional burden of trying to remain stable, hopeful, and present while their children are affected by the situation. Participants describe turning to available resources, spiritual practices, positive thinking, and supportive relationships as ways to cope. Faith is important, but it is not always easy. Participants express belief in God’s presence and timing, while also acknowledging doubt, frustration, and the pain of feeling unheard when prayers are not answered quickly. 
Prominent Themes
Homelessness, Finances, and Family Stability
	This theme reflects how participants experience hardship as a combination of housing instability, financial stress, and concern for their children. Their situation affects the whole family, and parents are aware that their children carry the weight of the instability with them.
“For us all, I feel like the main thing is our living situation. So we have to deal with our homelessness, and then we have to deal with financial things that's going on in our life, whether those are good or bad at the time. Mostly bad because of our situation, but it's probably just the financial version of what we're going through, and then our stability.”
“I'm going to say another hardest thing is our kids suffer from what we go through being in a, it's not a bad environment as you would think it is, but it affects our kids a lot. So we try to do our best to make, not try to make it harder for them. I agree. I agree.”
Coping Through Faith, Optimism, and Support
	This theme captures how participants manage stress by combining spiritual practices with intentional mindset shifts and relational support. They describe giving worries to God, staying positive, and relying on people around them who can help in difficult moments.
“So for the situation, yes, we turn to resources that we have, but for the most thing, like I'm a spiritual person, so I try to manifest things. I try to think things more positive and more optimistic. And then I try to follow the Lord. And I just, I just sometimes just give it to him and try not to worry about it. I wash my worries away with him because at the end of the day, if I worry, then my struggles of stability and finances are going to be way worse. So, you know, got to have some type of something to cope with it. So, you know, you got to find something that works for you. And sometimes it's a couple different things, you know?”
“I want to say sometimes it's the people around you too. Like you can meet people that can actually help you do things because sometimes you don't know everything and sometimes you can turn to people that you don't really know that does help you through tough situations.”
Faith as Hope, Patience, and Movement Forward
	This theme reflects how participants understand God’s presence as connected to patience, discernment, optimism, and the sense that their current situation is not permanent. God’s presence is described not only as comfort, but as forward movement toward stability, happiness, and a better future for their children.
“For me, it would definitely be a blessing. Because, you know, when you do pray, you know, sometimes God doesn't hear your prayers. But, you know, he's on time and he knows what he's doing. So, you gotta be patient and try to get through it the best way you can.”
“So I would be way more happier, you know, my kids would be happy, they wouldn't worry about nothing, even though, you know, we try our best not to have our kids worry, They still going to worry. Like she said, we putting our kids in a situation and it's like, duh, you're not going to be in this forever. But the right now, that's what we have to think about.”
Doubt, Delay, and Feeling Unheard by God
	This theme reflects the tension participants experience when their circumstances do not change quickly. They believe in God, but they also describe moments of doubt, hurt, and frustration when prayers feel unanswered or delayed.
“Um, basically hearts. anything about the Lord a higher power anything that people feel like is moving in a hard time I can say myself I've doubted it you know I felt like there's none you know how what I'm going through how can it be something like that when I I doubt it you know I don't want to speak that but I'm just saying I I have you know and you know I don't know I'm telling y'all, it's very, very.”
“Yeah, I agree. I agree with that. Like I said before, like sometimes when you try to pray, God read, don't hear your answers. That's the hard part. Like you like, I need this right now, but everything happens for a reason. So it's kind of hard for you to believe, like, did he forget about me or? is he not looking at me he's overlooking me but everything comes with the time so everything and everything has a whole reason so I just believe that and not out God because he does everything.”
Practices (Q5-Q7)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe the shelter experience as something they do not want to carry with them permanently, but also something that will shape their motivation not to return. Their reflections hold gratitude and frustration together. They are thankful for a place where they can stay with their children, eat together, and sleep together, while also naming the pain of theft, loss of freedom, and expectations that support would move them toward stability more quickly. The shelter is experienced as necessary, but not sufficient.
When discussing spiritual practices, participants describe both growth and discomfort. Reading Scripture can become personally revealing, helping them recognize signs or patterns they had previously missed. At the same time, participating in church or prayer can bring insecurity, comparison, grief, and uncertainty. Spiritual practice is meaningful, but it is also emotionally charged because it intersects with loss, newness, and the desire to engage God sincerely.
Prominent Themes
Gratitude and Determination Not to Return
	This theme reflects the tension between appreciation for shelter and the desire to move beyond it. Participants are grateful for safety and family togetherness, but the experience also becomes motivation to build a different future.
“I feel like I don't want nothing to stick with me, but what is gonna stick with me is what I went through. So when I'm out of this, I'm gonna remember that it's gonna stick to me to where I know I don't wanna do it again. I don't want to do it again. And I'm grateful for the opportunity to have somewhere where I can have all my kids together, eat a lunch with my kids, sleep with my kids. You know? But, you know, it could be greater somewhere and then way worse somewhere, you know? So, and I'm grateful for what I have because I did not have this before. It was way worse for me.”
“So I'm grateful for it, but I don't want it to stick with me. I want to remember it so I know where I'm going. I'm not going to come back here.”
Loss, Theft, and Reduced Freedom
	This theme captures how shelter life can feel painful when participants already feel depleted and then experience further losses. Participants describe theft and restrictions as especially difficult because they already feel that much has been taken from them.
“Yeah, we already down. You know, we already risking a lot. We trying to get out of here, but then people take from you. It's like, I'm already struggling. So why take the little thing that I do have?”
“Our freedom, we gotta be in at a certain time. Our kid gotta be in bed at a certain time, which that's normal. But you can do a lot within the small amount of time that you have. So that kind of sticks with you.”
Unmet Expectations for Practical Support
	This theme reflects the gap between what participants expected the shelter to provide and what they experienced. They describe hoping for faster access to housing resources, job support, transportation help, or funding, but feeling that these supports did not land as expected.
“I would say just knowing that it's a shelter. I was under the impression because I've been here years ago and my impression was that they will help me get a voucher, they will help me get some type of resource or, or give me some type of funding to move me faster than the amount of time I've been here, you know? So that's what did not work.”
“Me, I was, I was looking for a job and it was like, they asked me, do I have a ride? And I'm like, well, no, you know, I need this but no I don't have a rise you know I have I don't have nothing I have nothing but yeah I was like what do I you know what do I do and she was like well call somebody and then hit us back and I'm like well why well why you know I don't I don't know it's just I don't I don't have nothing so That's how I feel.”
Spiritual Practice as Revealing and Vulnerable
	This theme reflects how prayer, Bible reading, and church participation can expose participants to both insight and insecurity. Participants describe Scripture as helping them understand their lives, but also describe discomfort around being new to church, comparing themselves to others, and carrying grief into faith.
“I'm gonna say when you, like when I read the Bible every night. So when I read it sometimes, it kind of, it talks to you too. And you kind of look back at your life and you're like, oh my God, I did not know this. Like the whole time was like right in front of everything that you was going through.”
“One thing that's been uncomfortable for me is, I shouldn't care about this, but, you know, being a new and rival church and trying to, well, starting to go to church every Sunday and stuff, like, you know, you be kind of afraid to, you know, praise more or praise less than somebody who you know is a real praiser you know or or it's like some type of like shadow casting you know because you're you're new to it or you probably won't be here next week or types of you know it's like levels you know what I'm saying so I had that that shadow caster where I felt like a little fearful of trying to be able to praise the Lord in a with a sound mind and not have to worry about nobody else worrying how I'm praising the the Lord or whatever you know or worrying about the next person like like yes they're catching the Holy Spirit like where's mine you know yeah but I'm okay you know I'm okay I'm okay with how I'm doing I'm okay with my comfort comfortability with it right now and I think I'm you know I'm doing good with it so I just you know I just go Sunday by Sunday really you know and then through the week make sure I do my devotion make sure I do that and then if I if I know I'm doing that I know I'm doing what I need to do for the Lord to look for him because I want him happy with the Lord.”
Place (Q8-Q10)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe ease and authenticity as emerging through community, friendship, shared experience, and practical progress. Being around others who are going through similar circumstances creates encouragement and a sense of mutual support. Participants find relief in knowing that others want to see them succeed, that their children can be together, and that they are not facing the shelter experience alone. At the same time, personal progress changes the emotional quality of the space. When participants are connected to programs, childcare, housing steps, and daily responsibilities, they feel more at ease and capable.
Participants also reflect on how their internal states shift over time. One participant describes moving from anger and negativity toward hope, while others resist the idea of checking out because they feel they must keep going. Faith is already being explored through church attendance, children’s participation, endurance in the current situation, and the belief that God remains present even amid grief or anger. Spiritual openness is not imagined only as a future possibility; for some, it is already happening within the shelter experience.
Prominent Themes
Community and Mutual Encouragement
	This theme reflects how relationships with other shelter residents provide emotional support and hope. Participants describe feeling uplifted by people who want to see them succeed and by the shared experience of families living through the same situation together.
“Around the people right now. Yeah, same. Around the people right now. It uplifts you every day. 'Cause even though you're in a bad situation, when you see the people that want to see you win and want to see you be on the same page, though, people do better here, I always say congratulations, feel happy for them.”
“Yeah, just like Lincoln and coming outside and knowing we're going to be outside and there's going to be a few of us out here and then our kids get together and everything is good. It's like a more easing feeling. You feel like, okay, everything is okay. You know you got people who close to you here living with them. We all going through the same stuff. We all living together. We all got to do this together.”
Ease Through Progress and Taking Care of Business
	This theme captures how participants feel more settled when they are actively moving forward. Access to programs, childcare, housing steps, and daily responsibilities helps create a sense of momentum and control.
“So now it's like levels. So I'm on another level and I'm doing more things because at first I wasn't doing nothing. Yeah, I first got here, had a job. But I lost my job. And then I wasn't doing nothing because at first I was going to work.”
“And now I'm getting back to going to look for a place and moving around and getting my son in daycare and doing what I need to do. So that's very refreshing for me. It's helpful. It puts me at ease knowing I can take care of my business.”
Movement from Anguish to Hope
	This theme reflects the emotional shift participants describe over time. One participant names a prior state of anger and negativity, but also recognizes that they no longer feel that way, which becomes a source of hope.
“I kind of like have like this anguish, you know, nobody didn't do nothing but it just be anguish and then It's relayed to everybody because I have to be around everybody, you know?”
“And that's what I had probably about three months ago where I was down and I was very negative. You know, my, I had my hat here, you know, like I couldn't come and be happy. I just lost my job, so it's the angry for me. And I'm happy to say that I don't feel that anymore. As I said, I'm in it on a different level, so that's hoping for me knowing that I was like that and I'm not anymore.”
Faith Already Being Practiced in the Present
	This theme reflects how participants describe spiritual exploration as something already underway. Church attendance, children’s participation, and endurance through hardship are seen as active ways of engaging God.
“I've been doing it. Yeah, I've been going to church every Sunday for 2 1/2 months. And I've been experiencing it. I've been having my kids there with me. My son go to Kids City and I've been doing it and I've been very dedicated. I come every Sunday, haven't skipped one.”
“I'm going to be strong them now like our situation say yeah just like right now yeah things we're going through right now that's a strong God because he he situation can handle it you know when he put certain people in certain situation they can't handle it and we know that we strong people so we can handle any situation so this is God right now to know not to come back to these situations.”

Workforce Development Listening Session Data Analysis
People (Q1-Q4)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe hardship as rooted in separation from family, financial instability, homelessness, and the consequences of prior patterns that led to their current situation. Being away from children, spouses, and loved ones is especially painful, both emotionally and practically, because participants want to provide, reconnect, and rebuild trust through action. Several describe the workforce development program as a turning point that is helping them regain patience, structure, responsibility, and a sense of forward movement. 
Participants also describe past coping strategies that temporarily numbed or distracted them but ultimately deepened their problems, including alcohol, drugs, video games, and emotional withdrawal. At the same time, they frame their current participation in the program as a pathway toward discipline, stability, and renewed purpose. Faith is present in different ways, ranging from strong spiritual conviction to agnostic questioning, but several participants interpret Mel Trotter, the program, conscience, survival, and renewed opportunity as signs that God may be working in their lives.
Prominent Themes
Family Separation and the Desire to Reconnect
	This theme reflects how deeply participants experience distance from spouses, children, and loved ones. Their hardship is not only about housing or finances, but about wanting to restore relationships and become present again for the people who matter most.
“I would say just being away from my family right now, because my wife, she's with our daughter, and she's trying to help our daughter get through her finances right now. So the reason why I came here is definitely because I didn't want to have no money and be around my my wife and be there with no money while she's just forking all the money out. So what's hardest for me is just to be away from my kids.”
“My place would be reuniting back with my daughter and grandkids. That's -- I guess I'll take that question as... What would it look like if your life, if you, you know, if you truly like changed your, you know, life and you done accepted God and you following that path, you're doing the right things. I'm looking like my best day would be to be reunited with my daughter and my grandkids.”
Homelessness, Financial Instability, and Rebuilding
	This theme captures the practical instability participants are working to overcome. They describe lack of money, lack of housing, and confinement within shelter routines, while also seeing the program as a structure that can help them move toward independence.
“I would say hardest, not having finances for anything, a place to call your own, you know, we all stay in these four walls of a bedroom. No, we confined to a time frame. So having to be in and be out at a certain time, if we had our own place, finances, we wouldn't be confined to that.”
“The hardest part for me is Just letting my life fall apart and doing nothing about it. It's kind of what led me here, And just trying to get normalcy back, trying to get habits, better habits than what I had before, and not fall in the same spot again.”
Numbing, Escape, and Avoidance
	This theme reflects how participants turned to substances, entertainment, or emotional withdrawal to cope with pain, depression, or instability. These strategies provided temporary relief but did not address the underlying issues.
“For me, it was... Playing a lot of video games, reading a lot of books, just losing myself into those worlds, Didn't really help much, except just kind of delay the feelings a bit.”
“As for me, I would say I would use alcohol, drugs, other drugs, marijuana, cocaine even. it was a numbing agent for me until, reality steps back in when you ain't got no money for none of that stuff, you know what I'm saying?”
Faith, Conscience, and Second Chances
	This theme reflects how participants interpret their survival, program participation, and inner moral prompting as connected to God or spiritual guidance. Even when belief is complicated, several describe openness to God through renewed opportunity, conscience, and the possibility of change.
“My opinion, I would say he's already shown up. Not like a physical way, but metaphorically. You know, he's gifted all of us with this chance to go through the program and to better our lives. To get to that next step of not being homeless anymore.”
“I chalk that up as a conscience, as God speaking to me, you know, like that's what he's saying. Don't, no, don't do that. But most people will be like, man, forget that. I got to get some money. They throw that thought out your mind.”
Practices (Q5-Q7)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe the workforce development program as a place where meaningful change is happening through personal reflection, accountability, trauma classes, savings practices, and the opportunity to rebuild habits. Several participants emphasize that the program has helped them look inward, listen differently, communicate better with family, and take concrete steps toward stability. The most salient experiences are not framed as isolated events but as shifts in self-understanding and behavior.
Participants generally report that the program has followed through on what it offered, placing responsibility on the individual to take advantage of the opportunity. They describe the program as providing tools, structure, and accountability, while emphasizing that change requires personal effort. Spiritual practices such as prayer, Scripture, and talking about God are not described as uncomfortable in this section by those who responded; rather, at least one participant expresses comfort and interest in those practices.
Prominent Themes
Self-Reflection and Personal Change
	This theme reflects how participants describe the program as helping them focus on themselves and change patterns in their relationships. They describe becoming better listeners, communicating differently, and recognizing the importance of sharing rather than keeping everything inside.
“I look at me now. Because where I was at, like I said, I was going for the road of destruction. And everybody's going, man, you got all these connections. You know all these people. Why are you? I said, it's different. I'm on my own journey now, you know?”
“So now it's like I'm more listening to what everybody has to say. We're having better conversations. We're talking about just different things. It could be the littlest thing. It's more I would shut a lot of stuff down. Now I'm more open and I'm hearing just It could be anything.”
Accountability and Saving as Discipline
	This theme captures how practical structures, especially saving money through the program, help participants build discipline and resist old patterns. Accountability from trusted staff or peers creates a pause between impulse and action.
“And that alone would deter me from going to Rail and Jeremiah and say, hey, man, can you give me $100 out of my money, you know? He said, that's your money, which is true, it's my money. But they say it takes a day or two for them to even get it. And in that day or two, you done already got what you want.”
“That extra money can go to something to better yourself. That's what I'm doing. And I'm not just going to say that to Terrell and them or the people that's come here and guests and speakers and stuff. No, I'm going to show you.”
Program Support Requires Personal Participation
	This theme reflects participants’ belief that the program provides meaningful tools, but that individuals must choose to use them. The program is described as effective when participants actively engage rather than maintain old habits.
“The only failure that I've ever witnessed is the actual people themselves squandering it away, because, like you said, everything here that's provided is provided for you to take the step forward.”
“Everything that they provide, like the program. You got to want to be in the program. Otherwise, if you're in the program without doing anything, then there's nothing, you're not really taking that step forward.”
Comfort with Spiritual Practices
	This theme reflects that, for at least one respondent, prayer, Bible reading, and talking about God are not experienced as uncomfortable. Spiritual practices are described as familiar, welcomed, and connected to participation in meetings.
“I would have to say no part of that feels uncomfortable, because I like doing it if I'm at a meeting.”
“I'll talk at the meeting. We read Bibles, Scriptures, and stuff like that. Actually, I like doing stuff like that.”
Places (Q8-Q10)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe authenticity less as tied to a specific physical location and more as connected to trust, self-confidence, and the people around them. Some feel able to be real anywhere when asked direct questions, while others locate openness in being with people they trust. The ability to speak honestly appears connected to feeling safe, respected, and internally ready to share.
When imagining openness to faith or God, participants return strongly to family restoration and earlier life wounds. Their desired spiritual experiences are not abstract; they are tied to healing relationships with children, grandchildren, and family, and to imagining how life might have been different if God had been present in painful earlier seasons. Faith exploration is therefore connected to repair, reunion, and becoming the kind of person who can show up differently for loved ones.
Prominent Themes
Authenticity Through Trust and Readiness
	This theme reflects how participants describe openness as dependent on trust, self-confidence, and comfort with the people present. Rather than naming one fixed place, they emphasize relational safety and internal readiness.
“Anywhere, I don't, I'm a realist when it comes to, if it comes, I take life how it is, so like if something's like that, right now we've had some real questions, real conversations, I was able to express myself.”
“I would say it's not quite the place. It's if you're around the right people. If you feel comfortable opening up to the people you can trust.”
Family Reunion as Spiritual Hope
	This theme captures how participants imagine faith and life change through restored relationships with children and grandchildren. Spiritual openness is tied to the possibility of becoming stable enough to reconnect with family.
“My place would be reuniting back with my daughter and grandkids. That's -- I guess I'll take that question as... What would it look like if your life, if you, you know, if you truly like changed your, you know, life and you done accepted God and you following that path, you're doing the right things.”
“I would say the best day would be seeing my son again. I haven't seen him in, I'm going on almost a year, talking to him here and there, but really not physically getting to see him.”
Faith and the Wounds of Earlier Life
	This theme reflects how openness to God is connected to formative experiences and family history. One participant imagines that God’s presence in childhood might have changed the trajectory of life, showing how spiritual longing is tied to unresolved early pain.
“My early childhood. I mean, just the whole childhood, I guess. Had a very fragmented body, so it was just very not good.”
“And if he was there, I think my life would be a lot different, but it turned out this way because of it, so I don't know if that would be the best, but it probably had the biggest impact if it happened then.”

Frontline Staff Listening Session Data Analysis
People (Q1-Q4)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe hard moments as arising from family concerns, financial strain, personal change, and the weight of responsibility. Family-related stress is especially significant, particularly when children, spouses, or extended family members are struggling. Finances also create ongoing pressure, not only as an immediate practical concern but as something that remains mentally present even when not actively urgent. Participants describe these pressures as stressful, overwhelming, and emotionally painful.
In response, participants turn to prayer, family, friends, distraction, pets, and problem-solving. Prayer is described as both immediate and ongoing, while distraction helps some participants regulate stress when they cannot solve the problem directly. God is experienced as present through other people, new opportunities, family blessings, and the work itself. Participants generally express strong belief in God’s activity, while also acknowledging that people experience and interpret God differently, which can make spiritual conversations complex. 
Prominent Themes
Family and Financial Stress
	This theme reflects the two most common sources of difficulty participants name: concern for family and anxiety about finances. These pressures are experienced as deeply personal and persistent, shaping emotional well-being both at home and at work.
“I would say, to me, it's usually a personal problem. My kids, my wife, my family. To me, that's number one priority. So a lot of times, it's usually family related.”
“For me, it's usually financial. life gets hard and I get really stressed out. Usually it's about my finances in one way or another.”
Overwhelm from Change and Competing Demands
	This theme captures the stress that comes from multiple responsibilities or transitions happening at once. Participants describe change, work demands, and extracurricular commitments as contributing to a sense of overload.
“I have to agree with both. of those answers as well and add a lot of times it's because a lot of things are changing for me, which can get overwhelming.”
“And then if just like the aspects of my job and doing a bunch of extracurriculars and I don't know, that sort of thing kind of goes into everything becoming a little bit overwhelming.”
Prayer, Distraction, and Practical Coping
	This theme reflects how participants manage stress by combining spiritual practices with everyday coping strategies. Prayer provides grounding, while distraction, pets, conversations, and practical action help participants return to a steadier emotional state.
“Well, first, I always pray. I like to take a moment, even if it's just a quick, like, 20-second prayer. And then, I'm usually distraction, which I distract myself from whatever.”
“I agree, it's distraction. My dog, Apple Husky, is very active, so he keeps me busy and Even when I'm stressed out, just being with him and going out, especially now that it's getting warmer, be able to go out more and get that serotonin that I need to kind of help my brain.”
God’s Presence Through People, Opportunity, and Work
	This theme reflects participants’ sense that God shows up in practical and relational ways. They describe God speaking through others, opening opportunities, blessing family life, and being present in the meaningful work they do with guests.
“So that's a, that's a funny, because he does all the time, right? He absolutely does. And usually God speaks to me through other people, right? I usually hear exactly what I need to hear exactly when I need it.”
“Recently it's been like a lot of opportunities showing up for me. And I know that's more of an experience than what I would hope, but it becomes more real when a bunch of opportunities show up or if you take chances, on something you thought maybe wasn't worth it, and I don't know, it turns out that, I don't know if that kind of thing can change your life, so.”
Practices (Q5-Q7)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe memorable experiences at Mel Trotter as emotionally significant because they reveal both the vulnerability of guests and the possibility of change. Several stories involve guests experiencing loss, trauma, behavioral struggles, or violence, yet participants also point to moments of restoration, housing, growth, and success. These experiences seem to deepen staff humility, patience, and awareness of the complexity of guests’ lives.
Participants also describe learning to balance policy, care, and individualized response. One participant reflects on learning that guests often “just really wanted you to care about them,” while another emphasizes that approaches fail when staff try to do too much at once instead of focusing on the person in front of them. Spiritual practices are meaningful but not always easy. Prayer is often accessible, while reading Scripture can be difficult because of focus, attention, and the pace of participants’ minds.
Prominent Themes
Guest Vulnerability and Lasting Emotional Impact
	This theme reflects how staff are deeply affected by guests’ suffering, loss, trauma, and crises. These experiences stay with participants because they involve real human pain and the recognition that shelter work often places staff near intense moments in people’s lives.
“I have two things that kind of stuck with me. It was two experiences with different guests. Both were a youth. One was a youth. He was autistic. He was in the foster care system. And his foster family abandoned him here on his 18th birthday.”
“And then the other one is kind of like a, it's a sad story. I had a youth that was struggling with some things. He was gone for a bit. He came back and I did his intake and he went outside to go smoke a cigarette and he got murdered down the street in the alley across the street right after I left to go home for work.”
Hope Through Guest Progress and Success
	This theme captures how staff are encouraged when they see guests move forward. Stories of guests moving out or finding stability reinforce the belief that circumstances can improve when people want change and receive support.
“For me, I've only been here a few months too, but I've seen at least five guests. It's the fact that things really do get better if you really want it to get better and seeing at least five guests from the moment I got here within the past few months to within the past five weeks are finally moving out and I've connected with them and they are so happy And I'm so happy for their success and their new life.”
“What sticks to me is that things really do get better if you really wanted to, and you really try and push yourself to do better.”
Care Beyond Policy
	This theme reflects the importance of moving beyond rule enforcement toward relational care. Participants describe learning that guests respond differently when staff show humility, admit mistakes, and communicate genuine concern.
“When I first started, it took me a while to understand all the challenges our guests were having. And I wanted to follow policy, but then I kind of realized maybe I was overdoing it a little bit.”
“They just really wanted you to care about them. And then I did, but I didn't express it in the right way.”
Difficulty with Scripture and Focus
	This theme reflects how spiritual practices can be meaningful but difficult because of attention, focus, and mental pace. Participants describe prayer as more accessible, while sustained Bible reading can be challenging.
“So for me, reading the Bible is definitely the most uncomfortable, I would say, just because I have a quick moving mind. It's hard for me to focus on things.”
“Well, I think, to me, it's the same reading the scripture. I got ADD, and I wonder too, and a lot of times when I'm reading it, it's later in the day or night, and I just, I can't focus in that That's just a real challenge.”
Place (Q8-Q10)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe feeling most at ease and authentic in relational moments with guests and coworkers. These spaces are not necessarily formal or private; they occur in intake, dinner lines, the day center, devotions, or informal conversations where staff can connect naturally with others. Participants describe these moments as meaningful because they allow them to see guests as people, encourage progress, share humor with coworkers, and step outside the purely professional role.
At the same time, participants describe checking out when situations become emotionally overwhelming, painful, or conflictual. Guest crises, difficult family situations, and escalating interactions can create helplessness and emotional fatigue. When imagining openness to exploring faith, participants describe being open almost anywhere, especially in conversations with guests, at home with family, or in spaces where they can safely talk about God without forcing belief. Faith exploration is strongest where there is trust, vulnerability, and real human connection.
Prominent Themes
Authenticity Through Guest and Coworker Connection
	This theme reflects how participants feel most real when they are interacting naturally with guests or coworkers. These moments allow staff to move beyond tasks and roles into genuine relationship, humor, and shared humanity.
“Honestly, it's probably right outside of men's intake or when I'm doing like the dinner line, when I'm surrounded by the guests and I could just like chat with them about like whatever's going on with them or even in devotions and stuff.”
“Good connection. A lot of our conversations, especially with guests now, comes natural, natural to me. They come to me excited to talk to me about what's going on in their life now.”
Meaningful Presence in the Day Center
	This theme reflects the significance of being physically present with guests in daily shelter spaces. Participants describe the day center as a place where they can talk with guests, celebrate progress, and feel the impact of the work.
“Well, to answer the first part, I agree with Matt, you know, when I'm down at the day center, which I'm a lot, and I deal with the guests from the morning on, so I really get in their day and I don't know, it's just usually a really easy thing for me now that I've been here so long, and I love to talk to people.”
“And I get to talk to them on the side, tell them how proud I am, and I'm so happy you're doing this. It's just a really great feeling.”
Emotional Overwhelm and Protective Detachment
	This theme captures moments when staff pull back because a situation feels too painful, too complex, or beyond their ability to solve. Checking out can function as a defense against helplessness, fear, or emotional overload.
“Yes, when I'm overwhelmed, and it's almost like a mental defense mechanism, and it's almost like I don't have control over it.”
“And it's like, you know, I feel helpless. And it's easy to check out and kind of almost like emotionally detach from that because it's scary.”
Faith Conversations Through Trust and Openness
	This theme reflects participants’ openness to discussing faith when the relational context is safe and genuine. Participants describe being willing to talk about God with guests and family, especially when those conversations emerge from real struggle rather than pressure.
“I don't know, that's a weird question to ask me because I'm always open to it. Everywhere, whenever.”
“I love talking with them about it because I know how much of an impact and change that made on my life when I completely submitted and I was saved again and everything didn't turn around, you know, but life got better and I felt better and I knew I was loved and to see them start to have that same revelation is like, amazing, it's great, it's so good.”

Thrift Store Staff Listening Session Data Analysis
People (Q1-Q4)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe difficulty as emerging from the cumulative pressure of competing priorities, personal stressors, and the inability to slow down. Work demands, family responsibilities, and unexpected life events converge, creating anxiety, overwhelm, and a sense of failure. This pressure often comes at the expense of spiritual practices, which are identified as important but are frequently deprioritized in the face of busyness. In response, participants turn to a mix of coping mechanisms, including devotionals, substances like caffeine, and attempts at prayer, though these are not always experienced as effective or accessible in the moment. There is a strong underlying desire for deeper connection with God, but this is complicated by distraction, limited capacity, and uncertainty about how to engage. At the same time, participants describe moments of spiritual clarity as tied to slowing down and becoming more attentive, suggesting that awareness rather than effort alone shapes their experience of God. 
Prominent Themes
Overwhelm and Competing Priorities
	This theme reflects how participants experience stress as the result of multiple demands occurring simultaneously. Work responsibilities, personal crises, and family needs intersect, creating a sense of overload that leads to anxiety, exhaustion, and diminished capacity to manage everything effectively.
“For me, I think it's just... Too much to do, like too many priorities to be able to get all of them done. Causes a lot of anxiety, you get the feeling of failure. And ultimately it's like your health and like your devotional time that kind of suffers from that. 'Cause it's, those are like the things that you can cut out and still get through the day.”
“Definitely stress. Stress is like the ultimate like setback. You have family life, you have work life, and if family life happens the same time as work life, like my dad just had heart surgery, and I had somebody give their two-week notice, And I have a new boss. So right now I have three bosses. And the one boss that I should be listening to, the Lord, I can't hear because I have doctors, bosses, staff. And it does, it gets overwhelming and just, yeah, you get, you get lost in life as they call it.”
Coping Through Substitutes and Partial Spiritual Engagement
	This theme captures the gap between desired and actual coping behaviors. While participants recognize that turning to God is ideal, in practice they often rely on more immediate and accessible substitutes such as caffeine or routine devotionals, which may not fully meet their needs.
“So it used to be nicotine. I quit vaping probably like 10 weeks ago, the beginning of this year. Now it's more caffeine is what I tend to turn to just to like get me through. And I know that it should be the Lord. And when I'm in a good mental place, you know, and I have the capacity and can do what I know I should do, God is my go-to. Like I do turn to him, but like realistically though, like in the middle of a busy day, I'm at work and things are falling apart. I'm going next door and getting a Red Bull, you know?”
“My devotional. I'm always turning to my, one of my devotional books, whether or not it hits home or not, I'm always going to either, I have a pink book and I have a tan book. The tan book is for me and my husband, 'cause it's not, it's girly and woman felt, but one of those, and it doesn't always feel like it's hitting home.”
Desire for Focused Connection with God
	This theme reflects participants’ expressed need for a more intentional, focused engagement with God that is difficult to access within the pace of daily life. There is a recognition that meaningful connection requires time, attention, and space that are often unavailable.
“So I wish that I had the capacity to be able to kind of like separate myself into a quiet space and to be able to turn to God and just take, 5, 10 minutes and just go into that secret place. But you don't always have that opportunity.”
“But really, all that I really want to know is that I have his approval and that he's like he's pleased with what I'm doing. Because if I know that, man, I don't care. I can mess up everything else as long as God's happy with me.”
Spiritual Awareness Through Slowing Down
	This theme highlights the idea that experiencing God is less about dramatic intervention and more about attentiveness. Participants describe recognizing God’s presence through patterns, repetition, and everyday moments when they intentionally slow down.
“It's looking for Him. truly slowing down enough, because like I said before, being so busy and rushing in life and filling up my calendar too much, I end up missing God, like what you were saying in all the little moments.”
“No, I've definitely learned how to slow it down a little bit and listen. I am still practicing on the listen part because he does, he shows you the, you'll think it's deja vu or a coincidence, but those things don't really exist. It's all God.”

Practices (Q5-Q7)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe meaningful experiences within the thrift context as those that are relational, spiritually active, and grounded in lived practice rather than abstract belief. Practices that “stick” tend to involve slowing down, being attentive, and engaging directly with others in ways that reflect their faith, such as prayer or intentional listening. These moments reinforce a sense of purpose and connection. At the same time, participants identify organizational challenges that hinder effectiveness, particularly when leadership actions feel misaligned with frontline realities or overly controlling. These experiences create frustration and can limit autonomy and growth. Engagement with spiritual practices is generally comfortable for participants, but difficulty arises when navigating interpersonal dynamics, such as disagreement, discomfort in initiating prayer, or responding to perceived direction from God that feels outside their comfort zone. 
Prominent Themes
Practices That Reinforce Spiritual Purpose
	This theme reflects how meaningful experiences are tied to direct expressions of faith in action. Practices such as prayer, devotion, and intentional engagement with others create a sense of purpose and reinforce participants’ spiritual identity.
“Practicing the pause is something I learned from my directors. I've never heard it before. Probably have, just never sunk in. definitely like teaching me to slow down, listen to others, listen to the Lord, all of it.”
“There's been a couple times where, like, experienced-wise that I've prayed with customers, and they've actually come back and talk about how they've experienced healing. like praying with them at the cash register.”
Frustration with Leadership and Lack of Autonomy
	This theme captures the tension between frontline staff and leadership, particularly when leadership actions are perceived as intrusive, misinformed, or limiting. Participants express a desire for trust, autonomy, and the ability to manage their own work effectively.
“I kind of feel like any time like the directors or our bosses come into our store to like try to make improvements or to like give us suggestions, It's counterproductive. I'm just going to say it.”
“Like, it feels like sometimes being over-controlled by certain people can make your job harder rather than letting you go through the process and making mistakes and learning from those mistakes and moving forward.”
Discomfort in Spiritual Interaction and Obedience
	This theme reflects the challenges participants face when engaging spiritually with others or responding to perceived direction from God. Even when faith is central, acting on it in real-time can feel uncomfortable or uncertain.
“For me, it's asking someone if I can pray for them or pray with them. I'm starting to learn how to like branch out on that one with some customers that come in needing help.”
“When you hear God tell you to do something or say something that makes you uncomfortable, whether it's in the middle of a conversation or he's calling you into a certain area and you're like, are you sure you want me to do that?”

Place (Q5-Q7)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe their sense of ease and authenticity as rooted in relational environments where trust, familiarity, and shared experience are present. Relationships with coworkers are often described in familial terms, providing emotional support and a sense of belonging. At the same time, participants identify specific conditions that disrupt this sense of ease, including excessive demands, leadership pressure, and interpersonal conflict, all of which can lead to disengagement or withdrawal. When imagining ideal spaces for exploring faith, participants emphasize environments that are both relational and intentional, combining personal connection, mentorship, and opportunities for growth. These spaces are envisioned as diverse, supportive, and responsive to individual needs, allowing for both teaching and mutual encouragement. 
Prominent Themes
Relational Belonging and Family-Like Culture
	This theme reflects the importance of close, supportive relationships in creating a sense of safety and authenticity. Participants experience their coworkers as an extension of family, which fosters trust and emotional connection.
“With my staff. They're like my family. I should have brought a picture of, we just had one of my shift leads leave us. She's going to be with her husband, who's now stationed in Virginia, and she left me this really long note and pretty much said that I have ruined every boss for her from here forward because I'm... helped her grow with her faith and with, you know, her self-esteem and just everything making it feel like a family.”
“That is a true lie because your co-workers should be like your extended family.”
Disengagement Under Pressure and Conflict
	This theme captures the tendency to withdraw when demands become overwhelming or when interpersonal dynamics become negative. Participants describe checking out mentally or physically in response to stress, unrealistic expectations, or workplace conflict.
“When there's just too much and it feels impossible to actually get your job done, and then when it's never enough, like no matter how hard you work, no matter what you do, There's always something that you could do better or different or more of.”
“I think I tend to draw back, there's like conflict going on. me with the other employees, usually not involving me, but I tend to draw back and I don't know. I'm like a, I don't like confrontation, like that kind of thing.”
Desire for Relational and Growth-Oriented Faith Spaces
	This theme reflects participants’ vision for environments where faith can be explored through connection, mentorship, and shared learning. These spaces are characterized by openness, diversity, and opportunities for both teaching and personal growth.
“What I love is like newer believers who are like hungry for knowledge and like who are asking questions. That's like my sweet spot, I think.”
“I think it was just like a Bible study with a lot of different... types of believers, all ages and different experiences. I think that would be just a really neat experience to grow and learn and having just a huge, maybe not huge, but a group, a diverse group of Christians and having a Bible study.”

Next Step Staff Listening Session Data Analysis
People (Q1-Q4)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe hard moments as closely tied to family disconnection, relational disappointment, addiction, and powerlessness over the situations of loved ones. Several participants describe wanting connection with children, siblings, or family members, but experiencing conflict, distance, or helplessness instead. These moments can lead to isolation, drinking, drug use, or the feeling of having to start over again.
Faith is described as both a source of peace and a place of wrestling. Some participants turn to Scripture, prayer, and time with God as practices that provide steadiness and direction. Others describe God’s presence as something that would help them become more loving, honest, surrendered, and connected to their true identity. At the same time, participants struggle with questions of forgiveness, blame, and God’s knowledge of their lives. 
Prominent Themes
Family Disconnection and Relational Pain
	This theme reflects how hardship is often experienced through broken, strained, or inaccessible family relationships. Participants describe pain connected to children, siblings, or others close to them, and this pain can become a trigger for isolation, drinking, or drug use.
“For me, when life seems to be the hardest, I seem to want to reconnect with family. And for whatever reason, they have their own issues. and we clash. And I have become tired of it, so I chose drinking. And that ended up with me being here.”
“I'm not being able to connect with my family, which is my daughters, you know, and my son. I start isolating. I even might run and use drugs, you know, which I really don't like or really don't, but that's my security blanket, you know, go get on.”
Powerlessness and Starting Over
	This theme captures the feeling of being unable to control painful circumstances, especially when they involve loved ones or relational breakdown. Participants describe life becoming hard when things collapse unexpectedly and they must begin again without the stability they thought they had.
“Things took a turn for the worse, very unexpectedly, and I ended up having to start over again.”
“When life feels hardest right now, what's usually going on is knowing that my son is away in Baraga Max facility up north. Knowing that my daughter is at Pine Rest right now. and knowing that I have no power to do anything about either of these situations.”
Turning to God for Peace and Direction
	This theme reflects how some participants rely on faith practices to regain peace, direction, and grounding. Scripture, prayer, and time with God are described as active sources of comfort and guidance in distress.
“I find myself turning to the Lord. I read my Bible, and I spend time studying this word, and it does work. It gives me that peace I'm looking for.”
“God is real. And he does show up in my day-to-day life. He shows me that he sent his Holy Spirit to dwell in me, to lead me back to him.”
Struggle with Forgiveness, Blame, and God’s Knowledge
	This theme reflects the theological tensions participants name when thinking about God. They wrestle with whether God forgives them, why people blame God for hardship, and how God already knows their thoughts, actions, and future.
“That he really would forgive me for the stuff that I've done, you know. There's some of the people that I've hurting, they lie, they lie, they lie, you know?”
“When people talk about God, to hear them blame Him for what's wrong in their life, that is what is hard to connect with them on. I can't accept the blame shifting.”
Practices (Q5-Q7)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe the shelter as a place that creates immediate and memorable impressions through both institutional structure and relational care. Some participants notice the intake and search process, the handling of belongings, and the scale of hundreds of people moving through the same space. These experiences make the shelter feel highly structured and controlled, while also revealing the complexity of shared living.
At the same time, participants strongly emphasize the importance of personal warmth and genuine care from staff. Specific staff interactions stand out because they communicate dignity, kindness, and stability. When participants describe things that did not fully land, they point to missed follow-up, difficulty remembering appointments, and barriers to contributing through work or service. Spiritual conversation is meaningful for many, but it can also become difficult when people seem insincere, unbelieving, or unable to receive different interpretations.
Prominent Themes
Institutional Structure and First Impressions
	This theme reflects how participants notice the shelter’s systems immediately upon arrival. Being searched, having belongings handled, and moving through a large shared environment shape early perceptions of the space.
“So right out the gate, I'm not too familiar with GR. I'm from Holland. But one thing I noticed immediately when I came here that stuck out was the way that we walked in the door and immediately we were like being searched.”
“Something that immediately stuck out to me about this place is The fact that there's over 300 people staying here, and that's a lot of different individuals having to move about in the same pattern all the time.”
Relational Warmth and Personal Care
	This theme captures how meaningful staff interactions can create a sense of being seen, welcomed, and cared for. Participants describe warmth, consistency, and maternal presence as deeply important within the shelter environment.
“Upon my arrival, Meeting Miss Selena, I found her to be a very maternal personality. And in knowing that, I missed that. And to this day, she greets me with a smile. And that will start my day off great.”
“I have to agree with that. Miss Selena treats everybody nice, cordial. You want to make sure you're all right, you know. And you got your well-being in hand, your best well-being in hand, you know.”
Desire to Contribute and Serve
	This theme reflects participants’ desire to work, help, and give back. For some, being prevented from serving or contributing is disappointing because work is connected to dignity, gratitude, and personal identity.
“Well, I try to, my personality, I have, I love to work. And I ended up here because I had seizures. And my job let me go with no warning, no notification. After 14 years, no unemployment, nothing. And I get here. I like the surrounding. I like being here. And I offered to do the cleaning. asked if I could be a servant that way and was turned down.”
“I feel the same way because I always wanted to help, you know, I wanted to do something, clean up something, do something, you know, for y'all, for them, you know, because They're doing a lot for me. I'd like to return to service.”
Spiritual Authenticity and Interpretive Tension
	This theme reflects participants’ concern that faith should be sincere and connected to lived behavior. Participants also describe the difficulty of discussing God when others do not believe, appear insincere, or interpret Scripture differently.
“I find it difficult to be in certain groups because people come in and they do one heck of a job acting, and then turn around and leave from that talk and go back to the way they really are.”
“Honestly, to put it in the most simplest of terms, when it comes to prayer and talking about God with others, the most difficult thing is trying to convince them. that my mindset is correct over their mindset.”
Place (Q8-Q10)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe ease and authenticity as emerging in spaces where they can experience rest, conversation, spiritual connection, or relief from the demands of the day. Meals provide opportunities for informal connection, chapel offers a sense of warmth and growing spiritual engagement, and personal rest spaces allow participants to think clearly and regain composure. These spaces matter because they give participants a sense of peace within a setting that can otherwise feel socially and emotionally demanding.
Participants also describe pulling back from environments marked by gossip, jealousy, or lack of warmth. The day center is named as a space where participants may withdraw when conversations become negative or when the atmosphere does not feel friendly. When imagining openness to God, participants describe God as a father, teacher, guide, and source of comfort. Their imagined experiences of faith are relational, restorative, and tied to love, instruction, memory, and worship.
Prominent Themes
Ease Through Meals, Chapel, and Rest
	This theme reflects the places where participants feel most comfortable and able to be themselves. Meals offer conversation, chapel provides spiritual connection, and bed offers rest and mental clarity.
“I'm most at ease in this place when I'm enjoying a meal and just having conversations with the people that are around me.”
“For me, I would say I find the most comfort in chapel because it has started me wanting to be there more. And I'm looking forward to the next time the service is going to be. And I found connection with whoever is the guest speaker. And I want to share that with everyone around me. And there is, the services, they're getting bigger and bigger. And that is like a warm hug.”
Withdrawal from Negativity and Relational Tension
	This theme captures how participants pull back from spaces where people speak negatively about others or where the environment does not feel warm. Withdrawal becomes a way to preserve peace and avoid being drawn into harmful dynamics.
“I would say yes, and that is when we're gathered in the community room and there are groups that gather together and they start talking down about this one or that one. And rather than become a part of that, I choose to separate myself from it.”
“And some days I have moments where I'm just so frustrated at myself because I feel like, I've been doing all this stuff and I'm not coming back to a place that feels warm or, feels like friendly environment.”
God as Father, Teacher, and Guide
	This theme reflects participants’ desire to experience God as personally involved in their lives. God is imagined as a father who sees their potential, a teacher who explains the way forward, and a guide who helps them understand love.
“If I had an experience with God, I know God would be looking on me as his son, and he'll be, he'll be pretty much like Coming down on that angle, as a dad looks at his son, you know, a dad wants to see his son doing well and proud.”
“Talking with him, him teaching me the word and showing me, you know, the way to go, you know, just helping me understand and me asking questions and just being in a blissful surrounding, getting some fat on my head.”
Faith Through Comfort, Memory, and Connection
	This theme reflects how spiritual openness is connected to chapel, remembered loved ones, and experiences that move participants toward a better life. Participants describe faith as something experienced through communal worship and through moments of comfort that reshape their direction.
“Who would be there? Would be. The people in the Chapel. That is where I. Connect with God. On a weekly basis.”
“Okay, if I were to experience or share my experience, years ago, I was struck by a car and left paralyzed. They had to do emergency surgeries, and I had lost family members years before. And during this time that I was undergoing surgeries, I got to see departed family members and that comforted me and made me want more, want better.”

Director Listening Session Data Analysis
People (Q1-Q4)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe hardship as emerging from organizational strain, emotional overload, and the difficulty of balancing personal and professional demands. A lack of clear strategy, misalignment across teams, and an overwhelming volume of work contribute to stress and fatigue. These pressures are compounded by broader societal concerns, such as global events, and by challenges in personal life that cannot be separated from workplace expectations. Participants express a sense of being stretched thin, where both work and home responsibilities compete for attention and emotional capacity.
In response, participants turn to a mix of coping strategies that include physical exercise, verbal processing, prayer, and forms of distraction. These strategies provide partial relief but are often constrained by time and circumstance. Faith is described as present in moments of clarity, alignment, and personal insight, particularly when obstacles are removed or when individuals become aware of their own limitations. At the same time, participants express tension around belief, particularly when confronted with suffering, perceived hypocrisy, or difficulty interpreting Scripture and religious teachings. 
Prominent Themes
Organizational Chaos and Workload Pressure
	This theme reflects how participants experience stress when there is a lack of clarity, alignment, and manageable workload. Organizational instability and excessive demands create fatigue and a sense that basic responsibilities are not being effectively met.
“So within Mel Trotter, I would say when we don't have a clear plan, we don't have a clear strategy, things feel chaotic and then that's stressful. I think also it's hard when your personal life is hard and you still have to come to work and perform and meet your goals.”
“Within Mel Trotter, it is when organizationally we are not well aligned and when there's too much work to do. And that makes me feel tired, like we're trying to do the basic things, but failing at them.”
Emotional Spillover Between Work and Personal Life
	This theme captures the difficulty participants face in separating professional and personal stress. Challenges at work and at home interact, making it hard to remain present in either space.
“Well, I would say at Mount Trotter, the most recent changes that are taking place, bringing on new staff, trying to get them onboarded and equipped and culturally set. which is also a changing and moving part. So that is exceptionally hard. And then at home, when you have challenging situations, it's hard sometimes to compartmentalize what is a priority and keep your mind from drifting back to things that need to be done at Mel Trotter and keeping yourself grounded in the moment to be there for your family and what's going on there.”
“I think also it's hard when your personal life is hard and you still have to come to work and perform and meet your goals.”
Partial and Constrained Coping Strategies
	This theme reflects how participants rely on exercise, conversation, prayer, and distraction to manage stress, but recognize that these strategies are not always effective or accessible given time constraints and emotional intensity.
“Physical exercise, anything that pushes my body physically. Work is much more mentally draining. And the physical push has always been a release for me. The problem with that is, I said, it's hardest when there's too much work to do. And if there's too much work to do, there's not enough time to put into those physical activities that bring that relief.”
“One thing I do when I get stressed is sometimes I have a venting session with my wife or a coworker, and sometimes that helps, and sometimes that just gets you more riled up. And sometimes you know before the session even begins which one, what outcome it's going to be. And that can make it worse sometimes.”
Faith as Guidance, Clarity, and Self-Awareness
	This theme reflects how participants experience God’s presence through direction, reduced barriers, and increased awareness of personal limitations. Faith is connected to discernment and alignment rather than dramatic intervention.
“I was talking to another staff member today, and he was talking about how he is moving and buying a house. And everything is falling into place. And I said to him, That's how I feel that you know you're on the right path when barriers are removed and things are going well. It may not be necessarily easy, but it's going well. And I feel like that's how God shows up in my life is I'm asking for direction and the direction presents itself somehow with fewer barriers than maybe the other direction.”
“I feel God presenting Himself most when He either reveals blindnesses that I have in myself that I previously didn't recognize.”
Tension with Belief, Suffering, and Hypocrisy
	This theme captures the struggle participants experience when trying to reconcile faith with real-world suffering and perceived inconsistencies in religious behavior. Hypocrisy and interpretive distortion of Scripture create doubt and make it difficult to engage confidently in faith conversations.
“I think for me it's the tricky part comes when you see such awful things. People that have lost children. the kids that are staying here at the shelter, things going on in the world, it's hard to believe that God is working for good, because some of those things are so atrocious.”
“Hypocrisy. That's what I wanted to say. It should feed you to it. Hypocritical piece. It is though. It is though, when you see someone You know, if we think of a pastor at a church who's telling you to be good and hold the door open for people and all these things, and then they promptly embezzle money or something. You start to question everything they've been saying the last few months, because you're like, were they just saying that so that we would give more to the collection plate so they could have more to embezzle, or not?”
Practices (Q5-Q7)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe meaningful experiences at the organization as those that reveal the importance of dignity, compassion, and relational engagement. Small actions, such as learning guests’ names or responding with kindness in difficult situations, are experienced as deeply impactful. Participants also describe moments of emotional confrontation, where exposure to guest suffering challenges them to remain sensitive and avoid becoming numb. Over time, they observe that a strong ministry mindset among staff leads to better interactions and outcomes for guests.
At the same time, participants identify organizational challenges that disrupt effectiveness, including leadership instability and physical separation from the core environment. Frequent leadership turnover creates inconsistency, while spatial separation from guests and frontline staff reduces connection and awareness. In spiritual practices, participants describe varying levels of comfort, with some finding difficulty in discussing God or engaging deeply with Scripture due to background, confidence, or interpretive uncertainty.
Prominent Themes
Dignity Through Recognition and Kindness
	This theme reflects how small relational actions, such as learning names and showing kindness, communicate value to guests. These moments are memorable because they affirm personhood in an environment where individuals often feel overlooked.
“And working in a department that is not technically hands-on all the time, I had to be very intentional about learning the names. But then I was sitting in my office and one of the guests had came up after dinner, and he was talking to another person that I heard in the hallway, and the guest said, The people around here, they learn my name, and they know my name quickly. And he was very new. And he said, That means a lot to me, and it means a lot to people when they call us by our name. Like, they give us value.”
“And instead of kind of shooing him out in an unkind way, because he was there way too early and shouldn't have been there, the staff was just incredibly kind with gently ushering him out after he had some time to warm up and, you know, told him come back at this time.”
Emotional Sensitivity and Avoiding Numbness
	This theme captures the internal responsibility participants feel to remain emotionally responsive to guest suffering. Experiences of pain and crisis are seen as necessary reminders to stay engaged and compassionate.
“And for some reason, that time really broke my heart. And throughout the rest of that evening, the Lord just kept saying, especially with the community that you're in, if your heart isn't regularly being broken by what you see, then you're doing something wrong.”
“And I guess the practice that has come out of that is it's really helped, made me hold myself accountable to if I'm seeing all the things that we see day in and day out, and I'm going home with no impact, I'm doing something wrong.”
Leadership Instability and Structural Disconnection
	This theme reflects how organizational factors, such as frequent leadership changes and physical separation from the main environment, undermine consistency and connection. These issues create barriers to effective engagement with both staff and guests.
“I mean, my thing that just pops into my head is the fact that I've been here two and a half years and I've had five different leaders. We seem to be really struggling with getting good, consistent leadership in my department. I mean, five bosses in that amount of time is pretty crazy.”
“And While that can be really good to be able to focus on my administrative tasks without distraction, it's also had the unintended very negative side effect of not being in the space, interacting with the frontline staff and the guests as often. And so you start to lose touch.”
Spiritual Practice as Skill and Sensitivity
	This theme reflects how engaging in prayer, Scripture, and conversations about God requires both confidence and attentiveness to others. Participants describe needing to balance their own understanding with the ability to meet others where they are.
“I would say for me, the biggest thing is, although I'm not great at talking about God either, but worse than that is reading the Bible because I sometimes feel like I don't know enough to get out of it when I'm supposed to get out of it.”
“And I think the most challenging part for me is when I'm around other believers or entry-level believers or people who don't believe and slowing down enough to hear where they're at. so that I can meet them in that place.”
Place (Q8-Q10)
 Narrative Summary
	Participants describe feeling most authentic in environments that allow for relational connection, personal expression, and psychological safety. A culture that values individuality and authenticity enables staff to be themselves without suppressing key aspects of their personality. Spaces such as devotions, informal conversations, and interactions with guests provide opportunities for meaningful connection and reflection. Comfort varies by context, with some environments feeling more natural and others, such as large gatherings or unfamiliar interactions, creating discomfort.
Participants also describe moments of disengagement, particularly in response to inefficiencies, leadership decisions, or repeated patterns of communication that feel unproductive. These moments are characterized by frustration or the need to mentally step back. When imagining spaces for exploring faith, participants emphasize environments that are welcoming, intellectually engaging, relationally diverse, and responsive to individual needs. Faith exploration is most appealing when it is accessible, communal, and grounded in both understanding and lived experience.
Prominent Themes
Authenticity Through Supportive Culture
	This theme reflects how organizational culture can enable individuals to express their true selves. Participants describe feeling valued and accepted without needing to suppress their personality.
“I have a staff member, for example, that is over the top, happy and perky and sweet. And she's to her core like that. And she told me the other day, she said, I feel like this is the first place I've worked where I didn't have to like dampen my personality.”
“So I feel like we can be ourselves. here at Mel Trotter as a whole.”
Relational Connection as a Safe Space
	This theme captures how participants feel most at ease in relational settings where they can connect authentically with guests and colleagues. These spaces allow for empathy, shared experience, and meaningful engagement.
“I would say my most safe place is in devotions with the guests. And I enjoy that space because it takes me back to a place that I can relate with them having experienced it at one time in my life and being able to carry a message of hope, but not hope in a superiority way about bringing my story and letting them know like where they're at as I completely relate and how do we connect the dots and all of that and just being very relatable with them.”
“I feel comfortable almost anywhere in the mission, whether it's, you know, water cooler conversations with my office mates that I work in proximity to most days, or whether it's, you know, getting lunch in the cafeteria where there's some staff and a lot of the program guests and some of the families.”
Disengagement from Inefficiency and Misalignment
	This theme reflects how participants mentally withdraw when faced with inefficiencies, unnecessary meetings, or leadership decisions that feel disconnected from reality. Disengagement serves as a response to frustration and repeated patterns.
“When there are overly long meetings or seemingly unnecessary meetings, it can be easy to start to check out a little bit and just kind of wait for the clock to run out so that you can get back to whatever's actually on your mind.”
“I feel myself checking out a little bit when leadership comes at me or my team with so-called ideas, but yet they've never asked what we're currently doing.”
Desire for Welcoming, Engaging Faith Spaces
	This theme captures participants’ vision for environments that support spiritual exploration. These spaces are described as welcoming, intellectually engaging, relationally diverse, and adaptable to different needs and personalities.
“I like I guess maybe you call it like traditional Bible study. I participated in one when my kids were young where it was almost like a class in that there was a lot of historical context.”
“I would want a space where you're almost encouraged to open the drawers and see what's in there. Oh my gosh, there's some snacks. And you're allowed to have those snacks. And a space that has that feeling, that you feel comfortable, you feel like you're at home, the best kind of home.”
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People (Q1-Q4)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe hard moments as arising from a sense of chaos, fragmentation, and spiritual unrest. The pressure is not located in one single source, but in the convergence of global news, social media, political division, organizational demands, and concern for vulnerable people. Several participants describe feeling scattered, helpless, paralyzed, or disoriented, particularly when they see harm being done in the name of faith or when Christian communities appear divided around issues of justice and compassion. Their responses suggest that the difficulty is not only emotional or practical, but also deeply theological, as they wrestle with what it means to follow God faithfully in a fractured cultural moment. 
When life feels hard, participants often turn toward information, mentors, like-minded peers, prayer, and honest conversations with God, though these responses do not always resolve the tension. Some also turn to less helpful patterns, such as overconsumption of news, soft drinks, or self-doubt. Their reflections on God center on longing for presence, direction, hope, humility, and healing. At the same time, they struggle to connect with portrayals of God that feel politically distorted, overly miraculous, overly dry, or disconnected from the way of Christ.
Prominent Themes
Overwhelm from Global and Cultural Fragmentation
	This theme reflects how participants experience the broader world as spiritually and emotionally destabilizing. News, social media, political division, and the suffering of vulnerable groups create feelings of helplessness, chaos, and frustration.
“I think for me right now, life feels hardest when. When I focus on what's going on in the news, I don't think that we were ever created to be omnipresent, but with social media and everything. the amount of access that we have to use. We have sort of like this pseudo-omnipresence around the world.”
“So for myself, I would say it is the chaos that there's no continuity. And I think it's amongst the Christian community, amongst the politics, and then even with the people that we're trying to serve.”
Scattered Attention and Personal Strain
	This theme captures the way participants describe hardship as a lack of focus and internal fragmentation. Competing responsibilities and outside pressures pull attention in multiple directions, leaving participants feeling disoriented and unable to be fully present.
“Yeah, it's a lack of focus for me. It's, I would say, the inability to stay focused on one specific thing, whether it's a relationship, or it's intentional time with the Lord, or it's time with my family, or it's time at work.”
“I think it feels chaotic, unsettling, disorienting, looking for something to more.”
Searching for Leadership, Unity, and Moral Clarity
	This theme reflects participants’ desire for trustworthy voices and communities that can bring Christians together without requiring uniformity. Participants describe looking for leaders, mentors, or models of faith who represent the gospel clearly, while also wondering whether they themselves may be called to provide that leadership.
“I feel like it's almost like a desert. I'm looking for somebody to stand up and somebody, somebody that I would say represents what I know as the gospel and what I know as the truth, and I'm not seeing that.”
“What if we're the ones being called to be that? I'm talking about Christianity, Christians, instead of, there isn't going to be a Dr. Martin Luther King. There may not be.”
Longing for God’s Presence, Hope, and Healing
	This theme captures the participants’ desire for God to show up in ways that are personal, directional, and restorative. God’s presence is imagined as companionship, coaching, guidance, hope, humility, and mending of brokenheartedness.
“I think he'd be the person you hung out with. He would be how he's depicted in Like the Chosen, where he's just kind of hanging out, talking to you.”
“I want to feel God's hope. And I haven't felt that yet.”
Practices (Q5-Q7)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe meaningful experiences at Mel Trotter as those marked by shared prayer, worship, compassion, joy, and encounter with the stories of guests. What stays with them is often not a formal program alone, but moments where the spiritual and relational purpose of the organization becomes visible: staff praying together, guests being seen as whole people with complex stories, and frontline workers demonstrating joy and care in difficult circumstances. These experiences appear to reinforce a sense of mission and remind participants why the work matters.
At the same time, participants identify practices or assumptions that do not fully land. One participant reflects that shelter itself, while necessary, is not the desired end state and should not be mistaken for the full solution. When discussing spiritual practices, participants describe discomfort around prayer, talking about God, and biblical interpretation. The difficulty is not necessarily lack of belief, but the noise, self-doubt, contested interpretations, and cultural tensions that make speaking about God feel risky or uncertain.
Prominent Themes
Shared Spiritual Practice as Mission Reinforcement
	This theme reflects the importance of communal prayer, worship, and spiritually focused gatherings in strengthening participants’ sense of shared mission. These moments stand out because they bring people together around the deeper purpose of the work.
“Admiral Trotter. Day of prayer. Coming together, worshiping together, praying together.”
“We used to have very robust chapels, we called them, where often there might -- there would be a guest preacher, but we had a very at the time, head of ministry, charismatic preacher that was like, Rawr!”
Seeing the Stories Behind the Guests
	This theme captures how participants are impacted by recognizing the complexity and humanity of the people served. Guests are not understood as a single category, but as individuals carrying different histories, hardships, and forms of need.
“I'll say everybody's got a story. Sometimes it's intertwined with faith, sometimes it's not, but everybody's got a story.”
“And so I've been impacted by some of the guests just hearing their story.”
Joy and Compassion in Frontline Service
	This theme reflects how staff presence, especially at first points of contact, can communicate hope and care. Participants describe joy as contagious and as something that shapes the atmosphere of the organization.
“But there's just this joy that they have when they say good morning or say have a good evening.”
“And that's contagious. if we have people that can do that, joy is contagious.”
Shelter as Necessary but Insufficient
	This theme highlights a shift in understanding shelter not as the final answer, but as a necessary intervention that should move people toward stability as quickly as possible. The participant describes a change from viewing shelter as simply good to seeing its limitations more clearly.
“For myself, I thought shelter was a good thing. Now I'm seeing it's a needed necessity.”
“So shelter didn't land for me. it changed my perspective on what's needed.”
Spiritual Discomfort, Noise, and Interpretive Uncertainty
	This theme reflects the difficulty participants experience around prayer, Bible interpretation, and talking about God. The challenge comes from internal noise, self-doubt, contested interpretations, and the fear that speaking about God may invite conflict or misunderstanding.
“I think sometimes, for me, I find prayer hard, and I think that's just because there's so much noise going on, like quieting myself and quieting my mind in a place where I feel like I can focus during prayer time or, and just meditate.”
“Even if you were a scholar and have studied the Bible for decades, I think people can attack you for how you interpret it.”
Place (Q8-Q10)
Narrative Summary
	Participants describe feeling most real and at ease in relational spaces marked by trust, shared mission, and direct connection with staff, guests, or their immediate teams. Authenticity is associated with being around people who are compassionate, honest, flexible, and united around care for those experiencing hardship. Several participants describe the importance of being physically present in the mission environment, where they can know guests by name, hear stories, share meals, ask intentional questions, and participate in the lived reality of the work.
When imagining places or experiences for exploring faith, participants emphasize spaces where God can be sought in the middle of chaos, mission, service, and shared purpose. Faith exploration is not imagined as disconnected from suffering or institutional life, but as something that happens when people gather with a common desire to hear God, serve others, pray intentionally, and discern direction together. Participants describe holy spaces as places set apart for mission, but also as ordinary organizational spaces, family settings, and places where people encounter the joy and presence of Christ through serving those on the margins.
Prominent Themes
Authenticity Through Staff, Team, and Guest Connection
	This theme reflects how participants feel most themselves in spaces where they can relate honestly with coworkers and guests. These spaces allow for transparency, shared purpose, and meaningful human connection.
“I like being around our staff. I think our staff are some of the most compassionate, fun, serious about their work, yet don't take things too seriously, a little more flexible.”
“Yeah, I would just say with my peers. And what makes those spaces different is I feel like we can be honest and transparent with each other.”
Being Present to the Mission
	This theme captures the importance of physically and relationally participating in the life of the mission. Participants describe feeling connected when they are close to guests, able to hear stories, and engaged in the real human encounters that define the work.
“I work a couple blocks away in an office building for Mel Trotter and I miss knowing who the guests are and being able to say, Hey, so and so.”
“I think for me, because I've had the opportunity three or four times already to just sit down with a guest and just ask them about their day, ask them about their meal.”
Seeking God in Chaos and Desperation
	This theme reflects the idea that openness to God often emerges most powerfully in difficult or disordered circumstances. Participants describe chaos, emergency, and desperation as contexts where people search for hope and alignment with God.
“I think of a place that's devoid of any kind of faith, and maybe it's in chaos, maybe it's in a place that's a mess.”
“I think the more desperate the situation, the more egregious some of the just stuff going on, that's the time that I want to find something of hope in God.”
Holy Spaces Formed by Shared Mission and Prayer
	This theme captures participants’ vision of faith exploration as happening in spaces set apart by prayer, unity, and intentional purpose. These spaces may be traditional spiritual settings or ordinary organizational spaces that become meaningful because people are relying on God together.
“We were at a place that was set apart, a place that was like holy ground, a place where we were intentional about what our mission was.”
“And so being in those spaces and opening myself up to, you know, really relying on God and calling on God to show up in those spaces.”
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