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Life in South Dallas

Imagine that you were born in the South Dallas neighborhood of 
Bonton—a community where more than 58 percent of residents 
live in poverty.1 Spiritually speaking, Bonton is, by definition, an 
unreached people group—meaning there is no indigenous, self-
propagating Christian church movement. Bonton is, like so many 
inner-city communities in America today, a spiritually dark place. 

Being born in Bonton, your life begins as one of the 80 percent 
who will be born to a single mother—a condition proven to be the 
greatest predictor of poverty.2 However, your situation is compounded 
by the fact that your mother is only fourteen years old, a child herself, 
with no economic means and no husband; she is incapable of taking 
care of you on her own, so extended family is relied upon to help 
raise you. As a result, your unfolding family dynamic is unpredictable, 
moving from house to house, staying with various family members, 
experiencing ever-changing influences and episodes.

The effect of this is far more detrimental than you may imagine. In 
1980, acclaimed psychologist Dr. Rueven Feuerstein observed that 
this heightened unpredictability is a dominant influence in future 
criminal behavior.3 In short, Dr. Feuerstein demonstrated that this 
extreme unpredictability hinders your ability to plan, and if you 
cannot plan then you cannot predict. If you cannot predict, then you 
lose the ability to identify cause and effect. If you cannot identify 
cause and effect, then you suffer diminished impulse control. Absent 
the control of impulsivity, you are, according to the research, much 
more likely to become “noncompliant,” which eases the lure into 
criminality. And for you, almost every aspect of your life is highly 
unpredictable.

Very soon your mother will discover that her best—and perhaps 
only—survival strategy is to have more children because this will 
improve her opportunity for public housing and increase her welfare 
benefits. I in no way condemn this poor mother—she is doing the 
most rational thing possible given her circumstances. Nevertheless,
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there are new male figures entering your life, new siblings—half 
brothers and sisters—new grandparents, aunts and uncles, which only 
adds to your already unstable social setting.

At some point, your mother will find it impossible to remain in school 
and she will join the 64 percent of her neighbors that will drop out4 
—a decision that will consign her to a state of dependence for at least 
the next eighteen years (until you reach eighteen, that is) and likely 
the rest of her life.

Because your father is likely unknown to you and your mother is 
so overwhelmed with daily survival, your childhood suffers from a 
severe lack of parental involvement. So profound is this diminished 
parental attention that according to a well-known study, you will hear 
thirty million fewer words over the first four years of your life than 
a child from a high-income environment.5 This will not only affect 
you emotionally and socially but academically as well, since research 
confirms that 90 percent of the brain’s architecture develops in a 
child’s first five years, forming the foundation for future learning. 

There are days when your only meal may be the one you get from the 
school cafeteria. The traditional dinnertime—when families gather 
around the table—is an unknown practice to you. Instead you are 
often left to forage for yourself. Because your mother lacks personal 
transportation, a trip to the grocery store is a rare occurrence. Even 
though the nearest grocery is only three miles away, it involves a 
forty-five–minute bus ride each way. 

By your early teens this social unpredictability, parental neglect, and 
material deprivation has left you deeply scarred and broken. In short, 
the culture in which you live has assaulted nearly every aspect of 
your humanity. Additionally, it has shaped your world view into a 
framework of ideas and beliefs that have rendered you completely at 
odds with God’s design and purpose. When acted upon, this world 
view has driven you in the direction of destructive choices both to 
yourself and others.
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As an adolescent boy, age fifteen or so, you begin hustling in the 
streets for the local drug dealer since this seems most logical and 
available economic opportunity. Your “father figures” and role models 
are now drug dealers, because they have the best clothes, the best cars, 
and their electricity never gets turned off for nonpayment.  

However, you now you find yourself living among predators where 
the currency of respect is violence—and so you must fight to maintain 
your place in the social order. And your humanity suffers further. It 
isn’t long before you encounter the justice system and by age nineteen 
or twenty, you’re on your way to prison for the first time—a brutal, 
Darwinian world that will no doubt further diminish your humanity 
as you adapt to survive. However, by some miracle, you make it to 
thirty. But by now you’re branded an ex-felon, you’ve dropped out 
of high school, you have no legitimate job experience, and your 
felony conviction makes you ineligible for public assistance. You are 
essentially unemployable with seemingly few legitimate options, so you 
do the only thing you know how to do to survive: you return to the 
streets. 

Only now, you’re beginning to see that there isn’t much future in the 
streets, and any hope you had otherwise begins to diminish. Because 
you tried to get out of the life but found that folks outside your 
community were reluctant to give you a second chance, and many 
within your community only offered discouragement. 

The fact is you’ve been fighting against the whole stream of ideas—
reinforced by your culture—that has ordered your life in ways entirely 
at odds with God’s design for human flourishing. Sadly, everything 
you thought and did, you now—quite naturally—have passed along 
to your children and you have watched, helpless, as they followed the 
same destructive path. So your tragedy becomes theirs and on and on 
and on it goes. 

The culture in which you live has 
assaulted nearly every aspect of your humanity
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What I have just shared is not a fictional “worst case scenario.” This 
represents the very real experience common to the people that we 
serve in Dallas every single day—as well as a growing population 
of those living in impoverished inner-city neighborhoods across 
America. 

If your story were to end here, there would be no reason for this 
ministry and you would have no rational reason to hope. 

We Can’t Fix the Problem If We Don’t Know What 
Went Wrong 

On this point, we are confronted with basically two possibilities 
as to why these conditions exist. Either we believe that this social 
breakdown is primarily the result of forces outside a person, such 
as racism, inadequate educational systems, limited economic 
opportunity, and the like (i.e., the poor are victims). Or we believe 
that these circumstances result from cultural forces that derive from 
within individuals and specific communities that foster and sustain 
the dysfunctional moral, social, and economic conditions that hinder 
human flourishing. Our diagnosis will determine how we try to 
solve “the problem.” A secular person will likely opt for the former 
explanation and thus their solutions will be aimed exclusively at the 
outside systems and structures that are believed to cause the problem, 
and/or they compensate those suffering from the problem through 
entitlements. Since the government’s “war on poverty” began in 
1964, this failed approach has incentivized and strengthened the 
dysfunctional elements of these cultures thereby institutionalizing 
their oppressive effect.  

For those of us informed by a Christian life and world view, we believe 
that it is the individual’s interpretation of reality (or world view) that 
shapes the resulting values and behaviors that hinder specific people 
groups from flourishing. This in no way places the “blame” on the 
poor. Rather it rightly identifies the culture—which is the external 
expression of the internal values and beliefs of a people—as the 
principal cause of dysfunction. As Jesus said, it isn’t what is outside
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a man that defiles him but what is within him (see Mark 7:15). If 
you can exchange the values and beliefs that have thus far resulted 
in poor outcomes with new values and beliefs rooted in the truth of 
the Bible, then you will necessarily see an improvement in the social 
systems, structures, and outcomes. It’s been said you can’t go against 
the grain of the universe and not get splinters—and, of course, the 
grain of the universe is the order inherent in God’s good design for 
all of life.

Our mission as the people of God (the church) is to come alongside 
those who are suffering to share the tragic truth of reality followed by 
the good news that Jesus offers real and current hope for them and all 
of creation. In a sense, then, we help people by stopping them from 
continuing in a self-destructive direction, remove their “splinters,” 
and walk with them in a new direction, helping them discover how 
to live in right relationship to God, themselves, others, and creation. 
This new way of thinking and living transforms not only their lives 
but everything in the world around them, resulting in a relational 
harmony in which they are more closely aligned with God’s design 
and purpose for every aspect of their lives—what the Bible refers to 
as the abundant life (see John 10:10).

An Integrated Approach: Proclamation and Demonstration 
of the Gospel

Because BridgeBuilders understands “what went wrong,” our method 
to making poverty history employs a threefold approach: a missionary 
strategy to save, work and whole-life training to restore, and kids’ 
programming to preserve and protect the next generation. 

The culture—which is the external expression of the 
internal values and beliefs of a people—

is the principal cause of dysfunction
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Beginning with the most important need of every human being—
reconciliation with God—is our BridgeBuilders MISSIONS program. 
We employ full-time missionaries who live in the community, thereby 
establishing a relational presence, becoming, as it were, a neighbor. 
These are trained evangelists who are bringing the gospel into the 
spiritually darkest parts of our city, making disciples, forming new 
Christian communities, and gathering them into the local church. 
They are the front line in our expression of the Great Commission 
to make disciples and join them to the church, where they will be 
taught how to live, work, and love in obedience to Christ Jesus. 

Through their efforts, men like Cal—who recently returned home after 
spending twenty-eight years in prison—have seen their lives changed 
because one of our missionaries knocked on his door. Or consider Jose, 
who upon opening his door, shared that he was a Christian but had 
been praying for someone to come and teach him how to read the 
Bible. Today, Cal is growing in his faith, discovering his new identity 
in Christ, and he and Jose have joined with other Christians in the 
community to study the Bible, led by our missions team. 

Of course, when working in the inner city, we often experience folks 
who, upon coming to faith in Jesus, will inevitably say, “I am indeed 
a new creation in Christ but how do I feed my family?” Because we 
believe that effective Christian missions must include both evangelism 
and social action, we not only address a person’s spiritual needs, we 
also offer remedy to the many practical barriers to flourishing that 
those in poverty face. 

Through the BridgeBuilders WORK program, over three hundred 
men and women each year receive a wide range of services that help 
them achieve self-sufficiency, such as Maxine, who came to our Life 
Skills class. When Maxine arrived, she was like many we serve. 

They are the front line in our expression of the Great Commission 
to make disciples and join them to the church

where they will be taught how to live, work, 
and love in obedience to Christ Jesus. 
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Her criminal record stretched back to 1976, with convictions for 
prostitution, forgery, and vehicular homicide. At her intake interview, 
she described her criminal charges as things that “happened to her.” 
However, three weeks later, upon graduating from our Life Skills 
class, she stood before the audience and declared, “I used to think that 
everything bad that happened in my life was somebody else’s fault, 
but I now know that it was mine—I was responsible. But I also learned 
that I am the daughter of a king, Jesus!”

Consider Anthony and Paul, two friends who were selling drugs in 
their apartment complex just seven weeks earlier when Elmer, a former 
BridgeBuilders student, waded in among them. Elmer admonished 
these men to “give up this foolishness” and go to BridgeBuilders, 
telling them: “It will save your life!” So Anthony, a former gang leader 
and ex-felon, reluctantly agreed and his friend Paul joined him, both 
highly skeptical of yet another “job training program.”

I had the pleasure of speaking with Anthony and Paul on the day of 
their graduation, and they wept as they shared with me how God 
had used our WORK program to rescue them. You see, on the night 
he encountered Elmer, Anthony was planning to get a gun and take 
revenge on a rival. It was Elmer’s intervention that stopped him. At 
BridgeBuilders not only did Anthony and Paul receive practical life 
skills and job training, more importantly they learned how their own 
thinking had enslaved them to a pattern of destructive choices. They 
learned that by following Jesus and renewing their minds through 
God’s Word, they could form new ways of thinking that would not 
only free them from their past but give them a new future. 

Beyond merely training people, to date our WORK team has secured 
full-time employment for over 82 percent of our graduates. 

“I used to think that everything bad that happened in my life was 
somebody else’s fault, but I now know that it was mine—

I was responsible. But I also learned that I am the 
daughter of a king, Jesus!”
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Finally, we want to help the children in Bonton avoid this life of 
self-destruction, so BridgeBuilders KIDS offers competitive youth 
sports and after-school programming. Through the only youth sports 
program in the community, these children experience the many 
positive life lessons gleaned from healthy athletic competition in a 
Christ-centered environment. Since its inception, over 90 percent of 
those kids participating in our youth sports program have graduated 
from high school in a community where typically less than 40 percent 
do so!

Given the high drop-out rates, our after-school program is a 
desperately needed intervention. Every day our staff and volunteers 
serve between sixty and eighty children from pre-K through eighth 
grade in a community where there is virtually no support for academic 
achievement. 

I think of Brandon, who, when I first met him, could not read the 
word it and yet somehow had advanced to the second grade. We 
could see the foundations of self-loathing being formed as he suffered 
the shame and embarrassment of feeling “dumb.” But through the 
efforts of our staff and many volunteers, Brandon not only learned 
to read but began to excel. Upon publication of this booklet, he is 
making A’s and B’s in school; we can see his confidence growing and 
the shadow of self-loathing receding.

I began this booklet by asking you to imagine what your life would 
look like if you were born in the South Dallas neighborhood of 
Bonton. Now, I want you to imagine the possibilities of what we could 
accomplish if we—the body of Christ—took seriously Jesus’s radical 
command to seek first his kingdom—the rule and reign of God on 
the earth—in which poverty is anathema!

Given the high drop-out rates, 
our after-school program is a 

desperately needed intervention
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For example, imagine the impact we could have if we had missionaries 
serving in all fifteen neighborhoods that make up South Dallas. 
Or consider this: currently our WORK program is located at our 
headquarters in West Dallas, which is a fifty-eight–minute bus ride 
from just about anywhere in South Dallas. However, due in large part 
to gentrification and the resulting dislocation of the poor, today there 
remain less than 6500 people living below poverty in West Dallas 
while almost seventeen times that number still live in South Dallas. 
So imagine the impact we could have if we opened a South Dallas 
location for our WORK program! 

Our after-school program is currently at capacity. As a result, we do 
not have the space to serve one more child—so imagine the impact if 
we could have if we added three additional sites! And, finally, imagine a 
sports league that had the resources and staff to serve not just hundreds 
of South Dallas children—but thousands.

I humbly suggest that the fame of our Lord and Savior would spread, 
and we might just change the world! Is this not what God has been 
doing through his people, the church, for the last two thousand years? 
Brothers and sisters, this modern world tempts us to trust in human 
ingenuity, reason, and the tools of modernity, but these in and of 
themselves are utterly worthless without the power of Christ. Friends, 
let us not forget that the power of Christ is present in the proclamation 
of the gospel (see also Romans 1:6 and 1 Corinthians 1:18) but it 
is a power that only comes by hearing, and hearing only comes by 
preaching— and how will they hear, unless we who are sent go! 

The time has come for God’s people to return to their primary role as 
God’s sent people, sent to proclaim the good news of God’s kingdom 
come into the world, calling on men and women everywhere to 
repent and enter the rule and reign of the Lord Jesus Christ! This is 
the only real hope for the “poor” in America and it may be one last 
great opportunity for God’s Church to recover a compelling public 
witness to a watching world that it so desperately needs. 

To God be the glory, forever and ever, amen!
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About BridgeBuilders

BridgeBuilders is an urban missionary organization that breaks 
the cycle of poverty. Everything we do begins and ends with the 
Church to reach the poor, demonstrate the compassion of Christ in 
real ways, and break the bonds of poverty.  

This whole-life approach begins with resident missionaries who 
carry the gospel of the kingdom into inner-city communities that 
suffer from extreme spiritual, social and cultural brokenness. In 
addition to proclaiming the gospel to the spiritually darkest parts of 
the city, we also demonstrate the gospel by helping the poor develop 
the human capital necessary to human flourishing.  We achieve 
this through a wide range of remedial programs and services aimed 
at overcoming the obstacles to flourishing that those trapped in 
poverty face. These obstacles can include: lack of family support, 
felony backgrounds, unemployment & un-employability, insufficient 
credentials, limited education, inadequate transportation and 
diminished life skills. 

We accomplish this through three core programs: a MISSIONS 
program to save and create Christian communities, KIDS programs 
to preserve and prepare the next generation, and a WORK program 
to train and secure employment. Together, these programs express 
the gospel promise that restores the four broken relationships 
essential to human flourishing: with God, self, others, and creation. 

This comprehensive approach is proving uniquely successful in 
breaking the cycle of generational poverty.
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