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For those who have been employed a long time, the
path to a new job may seem as simple as a good
resume, solid connections and a little gumption. But
for those who have had their lives devastated by
trauma, addiction, or homelessness, that path can
become an intimidating chasm as they lose the trust
of others and themselves.

But from trouble can come triumph, and from Guiding
Light’s ever-expanding facility on Division St., men can
build new bridges to opportunity. This comes through

enlightenment, empowerment, and employment:
three keys to a self-sustaining future filled with faith,
fortitude, and fellowship.
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The closer
we get to
our Maker,
the better
life goes.

F

or Executive Director Stuart P. Ray, the importance of faith at Guiding
Light is hard to explain.

“It’s embedded in our culture,” he says. “None of us are putting our Christian
clothes on when we come in every morning. We wear those clothes all day long.”
And Stuart is right: of Guiding Light’s seven core values, “Christ-centered” and
“Prayer” serve as bookending bedrocks. These principles influence everything
the organization does, from finding self-compassion in Recovery to developing
mindful routines for getting back to work.
Stuart and Guiding Light’s motivation for helping struggling men is easier to
define: this is a life or death business. “We cannot do the hard work for these
men, but we can provide strategy and leadership.”
“There are generally three paths these guys take. There’s incarceration, death,
or you go through a recovery program,” Stuart explains. “Those first two options
aren’t acceptable to me. I would see that as a great waste of human potential.”
“I tend to have a belief that God gives us all special gifts and talents. The fact
that these men are still with us means there’s still a bigger plan for them in this
world.” Stuart adds that Guiding Light’s non-profit status reflects the power of its
faith—and its commitment—saying, “There is no dollar sign attached to these
guys…this is really a belief system, that starts with the board, that this is the
right thing to do and this is consistent with our Christian faith.”

“I do believe God has entrusted us. I have no intention of failing.”
But Stuart also recognizes the challenges facing spiritual recovery, like getting
men with wildly different religious histories on the same page. From those who
haven’t been to church in decades, to those who were ostracized by a church or
grew used to other doctrines, Stuart and the staff find it more effective to lead
men by example than by force.
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“It’s not our job to challenge existing family values,” Stuart says. “It’s a commitment
upon the staff to walk a Christian, New-Testament walk and hope what [clients]
witness sparks an interest or a curiosity in relation to their religious, faith journey.”
This curious exploration takes many forms at Guiding Light. Between regular
devotionals, ample reading material, and scheduled retreats, Guiding Light provides
resources that encourage both communal and introspective spiritual recovery.
Of particular note is the time Guiding Light men spend with their spiritual directors.
Specially trained to both promote self-examination and withhold judgment, these
directors spend one-on-one time talking with men, helping them work toward
more specific or tangible goals when reading, praying or simply living.
Willingness to listen, rather than tell, plays into Guiding Light’s inclusive approach
to faith exploration.
“We do not hold judgment. We give unconditional love as a pillar of our Christian
belief. We will treat you the same way we believe Christ would have treated
anyone else,” Stuart says, adding that, thanks to inclusivity, “I think our lives are
more full at the end of the day.” As a proponent of unconditional love, Stuart is
quick to give a hug or word of genuine reassurance.
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Since 2010, Guiding Light has been removing negative words like “broken” from

Recovery program on a whim, a moment his sponsor has since convinced him was

its values and messaging to better foster a constructive community of faith. “I

predestined. “Ain’t no such thing as coincidence,” he recalls hearing. “This is where

took ‘demons’ out. I took ‘addict’ out. I put ‘hug’ in. I put ‘love’ in,” Stuart says. “We

your higher power wanted you to be.”

don’t treat clients as broken. We want them to see this as an opportunity.”
Dexter’s self-guided growth accelerated quickly at Guiding Light, as he was tasked
with asking the community what it means to walk in faith. The answer that stuck with
him? “You’ve got to live it. You’ve got to believe that God is at your side at all times.”
Dexter spent much time at Guiding Light doing just that: living his faith by forging
a strong connection with his spiritual director, attending as many classes as he
could, and reading just as much. From this, Dexter started drawing optimistic
conclusions about his time with alcohol.
“A lot of people get on their knees and pray to the Lord with open hands, but can
we actually accept what the Lord gives us?” Dexter asks. “You’ve got to accept the
good with the bad. That’s the point I had to understand, that you have to go through
something to get something.”
Dexter is one such man who has resonated with Stuart’s approach to
spiritual recovery. Having suffered from alcoholism before completing the

“Just go in there with an open mind and learn,” Dexter advises for Guiding Light

Recovery program, Dexter now openly thanks Stuart and the rest of Guiding

men still to come, encouraging persistence and action. “I don’t know if someone

Light’s staff for the chance to restore his faith, which he calls “the best thing that

can teach you faith, but if you believe in the unseen, it’ll grow on you…another thing

ever happened to me.”

you learn there is that faith without works is dead.”

“Mr. Ray, he don’t believe in handshakes, he believes in hugs,” Dexter says.
“Every time you see him, you don’t stick your hand out for a handshake; you give
him a hug. That’s what I do, and I embrace God with all my heart.”
But Dexter’s now-immutable relationship with religion wasn’t formed immediately.
Before arriving at Guiding Light, Dexter was a holidays-only churchgoer whose
time was consumed by both alcohol abuse and its consequences.
His addiction brought him closer and closer to danger, as he recalls blackouts
and underdressed, drunken walks down Division in several inches of snow.
After hearing about Guiding Light in passing, Dexter apprehensively entered the
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Dexter
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I thank Guiding
Light for showing me
a better way to live.

O

ff the street, on a payroll has become a rallying cry for Guiding Light.
This mission guides our evaluation metrics, but before men can put on
a pair of new work boots, they must learn how to get back up. That’s

why empowerment is a formative focus of Guiding Light’s programs.

How can men change their lives and
live in this world a different way?”
– Steve Pratt
Guiding Light staff have observed through the Recovery program that those
who aren’t empowered to independently maintain life changes—like a job—tend
to revert to old habits.
“One thing we look for is a willingness in the client to put the responsibility
on himself,” says Guiding Light Recovery Director Brian Elve. “We provide a
structure for men to change. We hope that something kind of catches them and
excites them about what we see as a new way of living.”

“We want them to own their own recovery and own their own lives.”
Achieving this new way of living isn’t easy. Some men entering Guiding Light
resist the type of open-mindedness and honesty required for growth and
progress. To help men entering Recovery strengthen qualities like these,
Guiding Light staff developed seven Focus Points. These Focus Points build on
each other, guiding men through a journey that begins with “Willingness” and
ends with “Self-Compassion.”
These Focus Points shape Guiding Light Recovery’s curriculum, with men
spending a week understanding each Focus Point through guided learning, selfdiscovery, and presentations, before beginning the seven-week cycle once more.
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Of these Focus Points, Brian has observed that “Vulnerability” is often the
most impactful. He and Guiding Light Recovery Case Manager Steve Pratt
believe that achieving vulnerability is key to initiating lasting empowerment,
even if it involves emotional situations—like a probing Q&A session with the
whole Recovery staff—to reverse misguided perceptions.
“That’s where change will happen,” Steve states. “If they’re not uncomfortable,
they’re not doing anything.”

“Identity and ego are all they’ve got. When they won’t let go of that, it’s tough
to get movement,” Brian adds.

“You can’t have a breakthrough unless you have a breakdown.”
But a realization alone isn’t enough; progress must come from doing. That’s
why men in the Recovery program adhere to strict schedules, from steadfast
wake-up times and responsibilities to regular gym trips and park visits with
Recovery peers.
“Chores, habits and rituals empower them to feel like they can do more,” Steve
says. “When they come in, they feel like they can’t do much at all, because in
their minds they’ve been failing.”
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Perhaps a Recovery client’s most transformational responsibility is a
“Declaration.” Men are challenged to define a measurable goal for self-growth,
like reconnecting with long-lost family members or finding God in everyday
phenomena. After sharing that Declaration with the entire program to remain
accountable, the men must act on it. Through Declarations, Steve and Brian
have seen men initiate huge life changes within a day.
“That’s where it’s not our thing,” Steve adds, “it’s, ‘what did you come up with?’”
From vulnerability and a shared community of responsibility come self-worth
and self-compassion. As Brian states, these men “start to see that it’s more of
a human experience than them being a bad person.”

Back to Work staff members dedicate their own careers to helping job-seeking
men overcome this legal or financial friction, while also teaching them to do it

Like many others, Dexter’s success story echoes this sentiment, as he

themselves. This way, future stressors won’t undo the resolve these men spent

concludes that a change in conscience has allowed him to see value in himself.

so long developing.

“It’s amazing how much your attitude can change when you know you have
some self worth,” Dexter states. “This is something you don’t graduate from.
This is the rest of your life.”

“We’re empowering them to do everything they can do on their own,” says Tony
Duebler, Guiding Light Back to Work Case Manager. Tony starts men toward
employment by showing how their stories appear to third parties. He’ll help men
check their credit scores, create budgets, and understand their online presence.
“I want the men to see what others are seeing, so they can address them,” Tony
states, adding that his assistance doesn’t come without reciprocity. “It’s about
them also putting the work in.”
To this end, he and the rest of the Back to Work staff, including Director Jeff
Courtley, will teach less tech-savvy men to use a computer. They also organize life
and job coaching classes. These classes teach practical skills for handling things

Empowerment is as important to the Back to Work program as it is to Recovery.

like interviews and workplace conflict, but they also discuss the men’s goals, hopes

When men in the program feel ready to pursue a paycheck, they still must

and dreams to help them see themselves as individuals who can be successful.

face a number of external factors that pose a whole new challenge for their
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willpower and future. Lingering debts or court fees can make it even harder for

“We don’t want to put a Band-Aid on anything,” Jeff says. “We don’t want the

prospective employees to save, afford rent and rebuild relationships.

revolving door. We want them to do it right the first time.”
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To encourage stability and employment, Guiding Light staff reiterates the
benefit of Iron House: a temporary, sober housing solution for those who have
completed the Back to Work or Recovery programs. It’s a transitional step for
men, so they can keep in close touch with both Guiding Light and other men
in similar situations.
Dexter, a current Iron House tenant, insists on its importance. “It’s great,
keeping us together and just having someone to talk to who knows what you’re
going through, every day,” he says, encouraging men who think they don’t
need Iron House to reconsider. “You get to learn about living a life through
somebody else’s eyes, because you talk to them so much.”

If I were to leave so someone
else could come out here, I’d
give up my spot today.
Iron House also allows employed men to connect with those currently in
Guiding Light programs. From cookouts to local athletic center trips, Dexter
believes community engagement at Iron House and Guiding Light make
empowerment contagious, while also proving to recovering men how much
fun sobriety can be.
“One of the things I tell the guys is that once Jeff approves you at intake,
you’re now part of a bigger picture,” Tony adds. “They have a chance to build
and leave a positive legacy. Men can give us information, insight, strategies,
contacts that can impact this ministry for a long time. So really it’s letting them
know that they can make a difference, every day.”
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The client begins to realize the willingness to do small, tedious, and
repetitive actions is the foundation of transformation.

The client begins to understand the depth and breadth of true honesty,
both with himself and with others.

The client begins to identify patterns in all aspects of his being through
increased awareness and honesty.

The client begins to live in line with his stated values, holding himself
accountable for how his words, intentions, and behaviors match up
regardless of his emotional state.

We believe the men in our program need the following characteristics to
have the best opportunity for life-long recovery. Each of these focus point
principles are thoroughly, comprehensively, and holistically explored in the

The client begins to understand vulnerability as power and possibility in
creating meaningful relationships and responsible living.

Guiding Light Recovery curriculum. Though each person may have his
variations, we want each client to articulate and demonstrate his hope for
what these statements mean to him as he grows in the recovery process.

The client explores how his spirituality shows up in daily life and identifies
areas of interest and growth.

The client shows himself compassion through active well-being practices
in work, exercise, nutrition, sleep, spirituality, and relationships.
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They’re doing
something for themselves.
They’re starting to get
an income. They’re
starting to get hope.

I

t’s easy to appreciate your surroundings and good fortune. It’s another thing
to proactively muster enough elbow grease to impact those surroundings
for the better.

So while Guiding Light’s staff may feel blessed to be working right where they
are in West Michigan, they also realize that favorable circumstances—much
like faith—without work are dead. Men coming to Guiding Light from outside
the area regularly cite the appeal of convenient mass transit, as well as greater
opportunities for both living and working. But for men like Frank, the Back to Work
program quickly teaches them to be more than products of their environment.
Facing drug and alcohol problems that left him homeless and with no motivation
for work, Frank raised stakes and left Chicago for West Michigan. Shortly after
arrival, Frank found early success through another recovery program and a job
opportunity, but remained homeless.
Seeking the means to a permanent address, he entered Guiding Light’s Back to
Work program and left with a better job, attributing it to the resources afforded
to him by Guiding Light’s staff. While being able to borrow interview clothes
certainly helped, Frank believes the commitment and dedication he established
through worship and camaraderie were his greatest tools.
“You’ve got to really want it,” he says. “You’ve got to want it more for yourself
than anyone wants it for you. You’ve got to come in with the right frame of mind.”
Tony agrees that if West Michigan does have a lasting impact on Guiding Light
men, it’s the area’s constructive effect on aspiration.
“It gives men a lot of opportunities to work in industries they actually want to
work in,” Tony says, citing the budding job potential from area investors like
Amazon. “It’s sort of the lure of the big city in a way, in Grand Rapids. There are
a lot of things going on here, a lot of positive things.”
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“Once you get one job, you can get another one,” Frank adds. “You gain momentum,
getting into the workforce.You’ve just got to want it, and be committed and dedicated
to it. You can find yourself wherever you want to be.”
As with Frank’s dedication, the Recovery and Back to Work programs equip men
with skills and qualities that set them apart from other job candidates. Recovery
Case Manager Steve Pratt believes it’s Guiding Light’s emphasis on self-guided
discovery and understanding that makes them better applicants and workers.
“The awareness we give men on what’s going on with their thoughts: they do much
better in interviews because of that,” he says. “They learn how to be in the present
moment, to be aware of what’s going on, so they’re not just reacting.”
Steve adds that Guiding Light’s more vocal group activities, from Declarations to
Focus Point presentations, also give men vital public speaking skills—as well as
enough empowerment to utilize them. As he puts it, “It gives them the confidence
to aim higher.”

You don’t go to Guiding Light
and sit around too long. You’re
gonna be working.

– Frank

Frank is living proof of Steve’s observation; having just completed an electrician
program at a nearby community college, he’s already entertaining a job offer within
his field of choice. And with the strengthened faith and resolve he developed at
Guiding Light, he’s ready to work it sustainably.
“They get you prepared,” he states, “for how to go about a job, how to maintain your
hygiene, your eating habits, just regular habits. Their goal is just getting you in the
habit of doing the right thing.”
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Beyond sheer force of habit, Frank credits a litany of Guiding Light resources
for setting him back on track, from the computer lab and The Job Post’s readily
available staffing network, to his strengthened faith and the community of men
around him.
“[Guiding Light] gave us an opportunity to build a fellowship with each other and
encourage each other,” Frank says. “Old, young, all ages, all races; you really
get to know them and you get to know yourself a lot.”
From this fellowship comes the ability to give back and make an impact. Frank
eagerly shares his plans to keep volunteering his time at Guiding Light events. “I
can now assist others in leading them in the right direction, and I will lead them

learn interview strategies, receive one-on-one job coaching, and can even get

directly to Guiding Light,” he states.

industry certifications. With the program’s help, it took Dexter just two months

Frank concludes by reflecting once more on his new mindset of clarity and pride.

to find work again.

“It makes me feel like I have a purpose now,” he closes. “Before, I was working for

“Just to have a job and get up and know you’re back, not just in this community

nothing…now I feel great about going to work. I’m happy to go. I’m there early.”

but you’re back to work, you’re doing something for yourself. It feels good to
have a job,” Dexter says, before adding that he’s not settling yet, thanks to the
most valuable thing he gained from Guiding Light.
“Work ethic,” he explains. “If you want a job bad enough, you’re going to find out
what it takes.”
Dexter plans to use his college degree to work in recovery at the county level,
hoping to spread what he’s learned about the value of a second chance. With
bright potential ahead, Dexter was quick to respond when asked how he
envisioned his future just a few years ago:

– Dexter
Dexter’s success story continues to unfold in much the same way. After four
months in the Recovery program, he began going to a career development
program led by a partner organization. Here, a multitude of prospective workers
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What future? I don’t think I had
a future without Guiding Light.
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Join us at Frederik Meijer Gardens as we hear from keynote speaker and
#1 bestselling author of An Invisible Thread
Thread, Laura Schroff, and learn how
acts of kindness saved a homeless child’s life. Your attendance will support
our mission of restoring Grand Rapids men struggling with addiction and
homelessness through recovery and re-engagement.
Tickets are limited: RSVP online by September 20th
or call 616-451-0236 ext. 20.
Details and tickets are available online at:
GuidingLightWorks.org/banquet

Laura Schroff
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Volunteering Opportunities
There are many opportunities for individuals, families or groups to volunteer.
These opportunities include lending a hand in our offices or kitchen, or—if you’re
a trade professional—help maintaining our vehicles and kitchen equipment. To
learn more and volunteer, please visit: GuidingLightWorks.org/Get-Involved

Why give
By donating to Guiding Light, you help Grand Rapids men who are lost,
homeless or recovering from addiction and substance abuse. With your support,
we are getting these men off the street and on a payroll—renewing their faith
and providing them with the community and resources they need to become
productive and independent again.

How to give
Any single donation, no matter the size, helps us keep the light on. We also make
it easy to set up recurring monthly donations, and we partner with Barnabas
Foundation to provide estate planning services tailored to each family situation,
at no cost to you.
To give by mail:
Please make check payable to Guiding Light.
Please mail to PO Box 1703, Grand Rapids, MI 49501
To give over the phone:
Contact Arla at 616.451.0236 ext. 22.
To give online, or to learn more, visit:

GuidingLightWorks.org/Give
GuidingLightWorks.org/
Questions?
Contact Development Director, Starla McDermott at 616.451.0236 ext. 20.
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