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What people are saying about


the bottom

In this startlingly fresh and challenging book, Charles (Chaz) Lattimore Howard engages in a very personal and deeply embodied form of theology that moves from abstraction to flesh-and-blood human experience. As he journeys “downward” to build real relationships with sisters and brothers living on the streets, he invites the reader on that mysterious journey to meet those on the margins, where we discover harsh truths about social injustice and dehumanization. But we also discover our truest selves—and ultimately come to know more intimately the passionate love of God.
Sister Mary Scullion RSM, Co-Founder and Executive Director of Project HOME and internationally recognized world leader in addressing homelessness

The Bottom: A Theopoetic of the Streets is a profoundly moving work that liberates our preconceived notions of theology, literature, and poetry. Chaz speaks to our collective conscience in the necessity and beauty of reorienting our vision; from the top to the bottom. With each successive chapter, one is led to seeing the glory of God in the fullness of one another. Thus, it may be organized as a book when, in fact, it is a living prayer.
The Rt. Rev. Daniel G. P. Gutiérrez, XVI Bishop, Episcopal Diocese of Pennsylvania

This book is proof of the gifted writer Nnedi Okorafor’s wisdom and warning: “Words are powerful when chosen well and hurled with precision.” Dr. Howard’s hurled poetic prose is a timely testimony that challenges, enlightens, and surprises in deep ways. There is terrible and beautiful truth here, excavated by daring explorative living and thinking. If you let yourself receive what it offers, your understandings of God, Self, and Other will be transformed forever.
Kirk Byron Jones, Professor Emeritus, Andover Newton Theological School, and author of Soul Talk: How to Have the Most Important Conversation of All

I once heard a preacher say that we should be careful as we climb the ladder of success and upward mobility, lest on our way up we pass Jesus on his way down. The entire story of Jesus is about a God who leaves the comfort of heaven to join the suffering here on earth, a God who hears the cries of the oppressed. We have a Savior who comes to us as a brown-skinned Palestinian Jewish refugee in the middle of a genocide and who dies a victim of state-sanctioned execution, naked, tortured, humiliated, hanging on the empire’s cross. Chaz Howard has penned a smooth book that flows like blues, and jazz, and the freedom songs. It’s a book that moved me in the space beyond words and pixels, in the depths of my soul. Read it, and read it again, and pass it around. Here is the Gospel of Chaz, inviting us to descend into holiness.
Shane Claiborne, author, speaker, activist, and Co-Founder of Red Letter Christians

To know Chaz is to know love. Far deeper than sentimentality, this is the kind of love that is akin to “soul force” that became the hallmark of Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr.’s movements. It is transformative, inclusive—and revolutionary. As a minister, Chaz shared this presence through his uncommon sermons. As the youngest chaplain in the history of UPenn, students came to know him for his deep listening. And now, as an author, we get to see the world through his remarkable lens of radical love and holy play. What a joy!
Nipun Mehta, Founder of ServiceSpace.org, an incubator of projects that works at the intersection of volunteerism, technology, and the gift-economy
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The foxes have holes
and the birds of the air have nests
but the Son of Man
hath nowhere to lay his head.1
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preface


Baltimore in the 1970s and 1980s, like the Baltimore of Freddie Gray, demanded that young Black men be brave. Every day. And I learned that courage fighting on the streets of the mid-Atlantic port town where I was born and raised.

It was under the weeping willow tree that stood somberly in front of my apartment building that I had my first street fight. I wasn’t alone. At my side were battle-tested warriors who came to help me fight off these bad guys who had invaded our neighborhood.

Today, I find myself frustrated when individuals are characterized as “bad guys” or as “evil.” Humans are complex and we all have a story. We all have a reason for doing what we do.

But these were legit bad guys.

Villains who came to my ’hood with one mission. The total destruction of our planet.

I sprung out my door and dove behind the tree that served as our base of operations. What the invaders did not know was that I had the power of flight. That—along with my invisibility, kinetic energy blasts, and power to read minds—made me a formidable foe for any adversary intent on doing us harm.

I sent my boy T’Challa to move in first and get some recon on the enemy. Storm created a cloud cover for us. Cyborg hacked into their computer systems to slow them down.2 Finally, I would move in and rescue my mom from the evil alien Klansman trying to enslave Black folks again. And just as I stood face to face with their powerful grand wizard I heard from the front door of my building: “Poopee! Dinner!”

My mom’s voice calls me back to our dinner table and back to reality.

It was when fighting racist super-villain aliens that I first learned courage. Or to be more specific, it was in my imagination that I first learned courage. More than thirty years later, I recognize the irony in my retreating to the worlds that I created in my mind. These imaginary courageous journeys were a survival tactic—a mental escape from the real battles my eight-year-old self was too scared to engage.

My mom was dying. My father had just lost his job due to racism in his field. And it was all way too much for me. From age eight through my mother’s death when I was eleven and even well into my teen years when my father would also pass, I used the one real superpower that I had—my imagination. When the reality of my life became unbearable I easily jumped to a world where it was safer—where the pain and grief of loss and racism could be escaped. Or maybe in my imagination, I had the courage and the tools to work for healing and to fight back. I miss those adventures. I still have old notebooks where I wrote my dreamed-up characters down, describing their powers, even sketching them. I saved the world hundreds of times.

As an adult and as a father I enjoy writing at my breakfast table as it allows me to look out upon our backyard and see my daughters playing outside. Sometimes they are practicing soccer. Sometimes they are just singing and dancing. But occasionally I see them running around with and speaking to others that only their eyes can see. Their adventures sound more like Nancy Drew mysteries or Harry Potter tales because they actually read things besides comic books (unlike their dad in his youth). And I smile because imagination lives!

This is the message I try to pass on to young activists. Speaking out against oppression and fearful hatred is key. Critical refusal in the face of injustice is essential. But we must have the ability to imagine something different and imagine ourselves working to build that something different. We draw from the prophetic aspect of our religious traditions—and rightly so—but we must also draw from the creation narratives of our faiths as well.

I have long been drawn to the activism of the 1960s in the US. Names like Martin King, Ella Baker, Stokely Carmichael, Bayard Rustin, Cesar Chavez, and Dolores Huerta were taught to me as a kid and they have walked with me in my cloud of witnesses ever since. Through them and other activists I learned of the phrase “Power to the People.” As a child I might have amended that to say, “Superpower to the People!” as I flew around sad trees trying to uplift the world.

But while in the US we spoke of “Power to the People,” at the same time in France, a popular phrase of activists and artists was L’imagination au pouvoir! “Power to the imagination!”

It is true. There is so much power in our imaginations. It’s there that I learned to be brave. And it’s there that I believe we can draw plans to bravely build something new around poverty and homelessness.

What follows is a complex dance about a complex aspect of our lives together. Perhaps there are three “dancing couples” in this book that are seeking to keep the rhythm and not step on each other’s toes, while trying to make something beautiful.

The first dance is between reality and imagination. Like my childhood games, which were housed in my head, heart, and in the world around me, this book dances between painfully real experiences that I had and witnessed while working and walking on the streets, and imaginary acts that are perhaps my way of processing what I’ve seen. This portion of the book is told in verse as I have long attempted to process life through poetry. Maybe it’s more than processing though—maybe it’s prayer and hope.

I’ll leave you to decide what’s real and what is imagined.

Secondly the story is a dance between the two literary genres featured in the book—poetry and prose. The poetry is a novel-in-verse and it tells a Mosaic story of liberation. The prose is a theological reflection on that journey and the journey that we all find ourselves on. Together, they form a theopoetic. I do so wish I could take credit for this amazing word, which like all the best art may be interpreted and defined in a range of ways. I see it as meaning the inspiring intersection of art and theology. An effort to do theological work from a poetic paradigm rather than exclusively in a scientific, legal, or over-explanatory way.

Finally, you may choose to read The Bottom: A Theopoetic of the Streets with either practical or spiritual eyes (though preferably both). Perhaps you will enter these pages and allow yourself to be heartbroken and moved by the tragedy of homelessness. Maybe this will lead you to add your hands to the heavy (yet doable) lift that it will take to bring about an end to chronic homelessness in our society. Or you might engage the text from a spiritual perspective. In the writing, I found that in many ways the outward and downward journey of the main character transfigured unintentionally into a type of spiritual allegory. Here the hero’s journey is downward—where life, and freedom, and God are to be found.

Maybe these ways of reading will dance in and out of vision for you.

However you receive this little book, please know of my deep gratitude for your reading it.

One final story of preface: I shared an early version of this project with a gentleman who has had lots of success in the publishing world. He was generous with his time and feedback. As we were talking though, he paused, and I could tell he was weighing whether or not he should share his final suggestion. He finally does and says that, “The book might be more successful and gain a wider audience if you were to take out the protest parts and all of the Black stuff.”

I immediately flashed back to a conversation with my dear sister, the brilliant Ruth Naomi Floyd, in which she talked about temptations and the difficult journey of the critical artist. She shared an image that I have never forgotten, saying that, “It might be beautiful, and it might have Tiffany’s diamonds on it, but it’s still a handcuff if you can’t be who you are.”

The temptation to ascend upwards towards more power and money and influence is an ever-present pull away from who we are and what we wish to produce as artists—indeed as humans.

Much of what follows is messy. A lot of this was uncomfortable to write and dream (and some was uncomfortable to witness). Yet, so much of the point of the story is related to freedom. I wanted to write this free so that others might be free. Thus, I give it away freely.3






the bottom: a theopoetic of the streets





a preface in verse—the burning bush


I have always been enchanted by lines that are gray

sfumato4 blurred borders between the now and the not yet

the real and the surreal

the hyperreal

the imagined.

Some realities are self-constructed presenting what we want others to see.

Susan Howatch calls these “Glittering Images.”5

Some realities are projected onto others disallowing them to be free.

My father called this being Black in America.

And some realities are not yet.

Our children will call that home.

What follows is a true story

or it could be

will be

I write it in dust on the ground

Free

like liberated poetry

And I give it all away

like fire giving warmth

fire giving light

fire burning a palace to the ground.

Everyone has a burning bush moment.

Yet very few of us pause

remove our sandals

and look into the fire.

Fewer still listen to the call

coming from within the miracle.

And it is the rare individual who overcomes themselves

and actually answers it.

The desert journey from enkindled calling to liberating plagues
must be trod very carefully

while dancing freely.

My feet have walked this path

burned from the sand

bloody from the stones.

Migrated from careless personal

ascent to careful anonymous descent.

I write this

in story

in song

in graffiti

in poem

in prayer

I write it in dust on the ground

Free

like liberated poetry

And I give it all away

that you may find the flame in your own life

and follow its call.

That you will go out under the humble veil of anonymity and

shake down the walls of whatever Egypt you’re living in.

That you can help

people (and perhaps yourself) cross into freedom in small or big ways.

And dance by the sea.

Explicit.6




reflections from the bottom


All liberating efforts—whether undertaken by activists, politicians, scholars, or artists—must be simultaneously grounded in both a “concrete now” as well as the beneath-the-soil “not yet” seedling. It is both historical and constructive— something like the perennial flower whose past deaths are as integral to the story as its future blooming. It is a chronologically and existentially liminal space—something akin to Pac’s Rose that Grew from Concrete.7

When thinking of the liberative task, I first look to the brilliant Stephen Ray’s articulation of one of the goals of Black Liberation Theology as being a “reconstruction of the center.”8 This alludes to the painful reality that people of African descent (or ascent as the great James Spady would say)9 have for too long in too many places navigated life from the margins of society.

Our experience is marginalized, and we exist in the margins of influence and control far from the center. Yet, we seek not to displace the existing white (male, straight, Christian, able-bodied, cis-gendered) power structure, but rather to introduce other marginalized voices into the center as well. a theology of the bottom continues that project (while adding in class, economic hierarchies, and literal physical spaces) and asks that those on the top in the high-rises and high towers—those in the center—descend to the street and to the margins to work for change from there.




the exodus—the end


(October 4th—Year Two)

We marched. And we sang.

Seeing the water to our left and to our right.

Crossing a blue bridge bearing the name of the intellectual bridge himself

Franklin.10

Connecting Science and Magic

Enlightenment and Revolution

Pennsylvania and New Jersey

For us connecting an old world and a new reality

Only smiles as “the housed” locked arms with women and men who had been living on the streets and in shelters.

We sat and learned together in class earlier that week.
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