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There’s a story I want to share with you from a paper by Willie Baptist.  Willie 
Baptist is a formerly homeless father with 40 years of experience organizing 
among the poor.   
 
The story comes from his essay, “A New and Unsettling Force: the strategic 
relevance of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s Poor People’s Campaign”. 
 
The story opens in 1993 in Houston Texas, when Baptist was working with the 
Homeless Union.  It was the dead of winter, very very cold, and many homeless 
families were out on the freezing streets without shelter.  This was not for want of 
available housing.  There were several empty HUD housing units in the city, and 
there were several families that needed housing that winter.  The houses were not 
in the best of condition, but they could have at least served as a shelter from the 
elements… had they been in use.   
 
But the HUD houses were not in use; they stood vacant, their doors closed to the 
very families who needed them.  And so the Homeless Union put them to use, 
moving families off the winter streets and into the empty buildings, successfully 
drawing attention to the housing crisis. 
 
News of this act of civil disobedience soon spread.  A group in Austin, Texas, soon 
asked the Homeless Union to come to their city.  The activists wanted the folks 
from the Homeless Union to help them fix a similar problem.  You see, in Austin 
folks were being laid off.  And then, unable to pay their rent, they were being 
evicted.  And there were no programs to help them during this time hardship. 
 
I’d like to pick up here with Baptist’s own words: 

 
“Austin had massive numbers of homeless families living in the downtown 
area in vacant lots, in alleyways, and in structures no bigger than 
doghouses.  They were trying to figure out what to do, so we exchanged 
experiences, sharing what we had done in other cities to bring attention to 
the issue and break our isolation.  
 
Then we divided up into research groups. Homeless people became 
researchers, looking at different areas of the city to find out the extent of the 
problem, the cities priorities, how that found expression, and so on.  



 
One of the research groups went to the city council and got a hold of the 
budget. They looked at every item on the budget and found that there was 
nothing being allocated to assist people who were being evicted--no housing 
programs.  
 
What they did find though was a curious item on the budget--monies 
allocated for the purchase of Canadian Geese to the tune of $800 per goose.  
The geese that you see downtown that the yuppies and buppies do lunch with 
and throw bread at, they pay for those bad boys.  I didn’t know that.  That 
was one of the reports on Austin’s budget priorities.   
 
Based on that analysis and research we came up with an action plan.   
 
Every city has a historic district where someone important did something 
important-- some famous personality came down and used the bathroom or 
something and they now have a historical marker.  We identified this historic 
district in downtown Austin with these mansions where important people 
resided, and they have tours where you can come and visit these mansions.  
Based on our research, we decided to move into one of the mansions.  
 
The idea was to bring attention to the issue, so we called the police and the 
media to tell them about it.  
 
The news vans and the police cars race to the scene.  With the news cameras 
rolling the police jump out of the cars with their guns out, come knock on the 
door, and yell ‘come out, we know you’re in there, open the door, come out 
of there’.  
 
For a moment there’s complete silence.   
 
Finally the door slowly opens and you see a brother and sister holding one 
of the geese at knifepoint, and they say ‘if you come one step closer this 
goose is cooked’.  
 
You know, they held the media attention for two weeks discussing what kind 
of priorities we have when we don’t put human lives and human beings 
first.” 

 



I love this story, not just because it is an example of a creative, yet strategic public 
protest, but also because it does such a fantastic job of illustrating that budgets are 
not just boring documents full of meaningless numbers.  Budgets are moral 
documents.  The city of Austin budget is a moral document.  Our church budget is 
a moral document.  So is your household budget.  All of them are moral 
documents. 
 
I meet a couple times a month here at UUFR with my fellow young adults between 
the ages of 18 and 35 for Young Adult Group.  We just started our first session of 
The Wi$dom Way, an adult faith development course on personal finances and 
economic justice.  The Wi$dom way teaches that money serves as a means of 
“reallocating value, exercising power, and expressing personal meaning”.   
 
A budget, then, is a blueprint detailing how we want to direct the flow of that 
money.  And every budget, whether we are talking about a city budget, a 
household budget, or a church budget, is going to have a few 800-dollar geese just 
sitting all warm and cozy on it.  Every budget is going to have a few misallocated 
resources representing misplaced priorities. 
 
Of course, we do not just budget our money.  Life is so much bigger than that.  
We’ve all heard phrases like “my plate is full” or “we have too many balls in the 
air”.  We also budget our time, our attention, and our energy, among many other 
things.  And these budgets, too, are moral documents with a few 800-dollar geese 
sitting around on them. 
 
In Willie Baptist’s story, we were talking about literal geese.  We were talking 
about a city that chose to spent its money buying Canadian geese to beautify its 
parks but not to spend its money on anti-eviction programs to help people stay in 
their homes after losing their jobs.  But there were figurative 800-dollar geese in 
Baptist’s story too.  For example, there was the historic district, full of empty 
mansions to entertain tourists instead of homes for the homeless. 800-dollar geese.  
Misallocated resources.  Misplaced priorities.   
 
800-dollar geese are nice to look at, and it may even feel good to know that they’re 
around, but they can stand in the way of many things that are more important in 
life.  They cost money that could be used elsewhere, distract us from more 
important things and take energy away from higher priorities.  They can, among 
other things, stand in the way of safe, decent and affordable housing for the 
homeless, for low-income people, for victims of domestic violence, for refugees, 
for the formerly incarcerated and for people with disabilities. 



 
Housing justice, of course, is about more than just houses, or any other building 
that we might call “home”.  The justice part of housing justice has a lot to do with 
how we understand the word “home” itself. 
 
During our Time for All Ages, our kids talked about some of the things that make a 
home a home—for human beings and other life on this planet. 
 
A home is a place where one belongs and where one’s needs are met.  A crab lives 
in a shell, not in a hole, hive, hill, nest, cave or house, because that is where they 
belong.  A shell is the perfect place to meet a crab’s particular needs.  And we too 
have human needs, and an ideal home is a place that can meet many of those 
needs. 
 
What do we need? 
 
We need shelter.  Shelter from the elements, yes—from rain and snow, wind and 
lightning.  But also a refuge from the daily grind, from the need to fit in.  A 
sanctuary where we can relax in comfort and be ourselves.  And to be able to have 
those things—shelter from the elements and peace of mind—we need our home to 
be a place that is safe and accessible.  It needs to be a place where we can live 
without fearing for our lives.  And it needs to be a place where we can live and 
have access to good jobs, good schools and good food. 
 
We also need love.  We need a place of unconditional love where we are accepted 
for who we are and loved into who we can become.  We need a place of belonging, 
of rootedness, of companionship.  And thus, we do not only need our home to be 
situated in a place where we have access to things that meet our physical needs.  
We also need our needs to be met inside the home.  We need our home itself to be 
a place of safety—free of domestic violence and emotional abuse—where we will 
not only survive, but thrive. 
 
It is difficult, and for many impossible, to survive and thrive without these basic 
elements of home.  And though there are a few people who manage to take “home” 
with them wherever they go, it is also difficult to have life and to have it 
abundantly without a physical place to call home.  We do not need a mansion like 
the one in Baptist’s story.  That’s an 800-dollar goose, a misallocation of resources 
and a misplaced priority.  We don’t need expensive mansions or even big homes in 
a world where so many have so little and where environmentally unsustainable 
buildings endanger this blue-green planet that so many creatures call home. 



 
But we do all need shelter over our heads.  And yet we deny it to so many.  We 
live in a society that does not value the lives of homeless people.  Homeless people 
are not to be seen, and neither are they to have adequate shelter, in our success-
obsessed, victim-shaming culture.   
 
When I was involved in the Occupy movement, we had several homeless folks in 
our camp.  These were people who kept the camp running 24-7, keeping things 
going when other folks had to run off to 9-to-5 jobs.  As an overnight volunteer, I 
got to know many of the people in the camp who were experiencing homelessness.  
I learned about how difficult it is to live in a city that criminalizes and punishes 
homeless people for sleeping on the streets and yet does not provide adequate 
shelter space for people to get off the streets.  I watched a police officer steal a 
blanket from a disabled man trying to get some sleep up against a wall, threatening 
to arrest him when he complained that his only source of warmth in that cold 
January night was being taken from him.  We have no respect for the homeless as a 
society. 
 
In our society, we would rather criminalize homeless people and push them to the 
margins, out of sight and out of mind, than actually do anything to help get folks 
into homes.  City councils would rather keep mansions like the ones in Austin 
empty to entertain tourists, and buy 800-dollar geese for the park, than give 
homeless people places to live.  Landlords would rather keep their properties 
empty in the hopes that they might later fix them up and rent or sell them for a 
higher profit, than create affordable housing opportunities to get folks off the 
streets.  And homeowners and renters alike would prefer to limit the affordable 
housing opportunities in their neighborhoods, and will turn a blind eye to housing 
discrimination against victims of domestic violence, homeless families, and the 
recently incarcerated, rather than risk their own properties losing value or their 
neighborhoods being filled with the “wrong sorts”.   We live in a world where 
victims of domestic violence are sometimes evicted by their landlord for calling 
the police, and so it is no wonder that domestic violence is a frequent contributor to 
homelessness. 
 
What does all this tell us about our societal priorities, about our 800-dollar geese?  
It tells us that we value profit over people.  We’d rather find ways to hold onto our 
money even when we don’t need it, or better yet, to increase our wealth, rather 
than help ensure our fellow human beings’ basic needs are being met. 
 
This prioritization of profit over people doesn’t just impact homeless folks, of 



course.  It also impacts low-income people, immigrants and refugees.  Back in 
Arizona after the passage of the racist anti-immigrant law SB1070, I used to attend 
some of the Puente East Barrio Defense Committee meetings.  There, I frequently 
heard stories about housing discrimination and management abuse impacting poor 
and immigrant families.  I heard the stories of some of these families, including 
stories about fleeing violence in their country of origin, only to find that they were 
not only not welcome to call the United States home, but that even if they managed 
to make a home for themselves here despite racism and anti-immigrant sentiments, 
they could still all too easily be cheated, stolen from and evicted on a whim by 
their landlords.  The Barrio Defense Committee gave families an opportunity to 
share the issues they were facing, including these examples of housing 
discrimination and abuse, and to organize together to fight back.  But as both poor 
people and as immigrants, they were facing many hurdles, hurdles like: 
 

o racial discrimination, which despite being illegal in the housing market, 
still happens, often blatantly 

o hurdles like the gentrification of neighborhoods with affordable housing, 
forcing people out of their homes and into neighborhoods that are more 
dangerous and have less access to good jobs, good food or good schools 

o hurdles like predatory lending practices that take advantage of families’ 
vulnerability and the urgency of their situations 

o hurdles like unsafe and just generally run down homes, including 
properties that landlords have a contractual obligation to fix but will not 
because pursuing legal recourse is beyond the means of many low-
income people 

o and of course hurdles like a general lack of affordable housing 
 
Safe, accessible and affordable housing is a human need and a human right.  And 
though we often prioritize other things over meeting this human need—like profit 
over people and comfort over safety—there are some ways that we might be able 
to evict these 800-dollar geese and realign our priorities with our values. 
 
It doesn’t have to be this way, of course.  Most of us know that in our bones, 
because we have experienced the goodness of home for ourselves.  We’ve likely 
felt what it is like to have a place to belong, a place where we are welcome.  Most 
of us know what it is like to be safe and to have access to the things we need to 
survive and thrive, to grow into the people we have the potential to become.  We 
know what it is like to be surrounded by love and free of violence.  We may have 
felt this in our private homes or, I hope, even in this church home.  We know, too, 
what it is like to work with landlords who are fair, or to purchase a home that we 



can afford and that meets our needs without discrimination or abuse.  We’ve felt it.  
Those of us who have been denied these experiences deserve to have them too.  
But to ensure that everyone—including the homeless, low-income families, 
refugees, survivors of domestic abuse, and the recently incarcerated, among 
others—have access to fair housing, we have to track down the 800-dollar geese on 
our budgets.  We have to take the time to assess our priorities and the way we use 
our resources—as individuals and as a society—to ensure that they align with our 
highest values, including our covenant to affirm and promote the inherent worth 
and dignity of every person and ensure justice, equity and compassion in human 
relations.  When we have truly done that, we will be on the path that helps ensure 
that we will all have life, and have it abundantly. 
 


