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The Rev. Brooks Cato 

I think I’ve told y’all a little about my friend Donnie, but I’ve been thinking about him a lot this week. 
Donnie’s had a hard life. Hard. If there was a chance for something to go right or for something to go wrong, 
for him it always went wrong.  
Donnie has schizophrenia. And a seizure disorder. And dissociative disorder, what used to be called 
split-personalities. He’s homeless. He’s gay. He’s HIV positive. He suffers from a traumatic brain injury and 
he’s missing an eye-- twin badges earned from a bullet to the head. It’s little wonder that he self-medicates and 
has issues with drugs and alcohol.  

Donnie used to come into the church in Little Rock smelling to high heaven. We were used to seeing 
folks like him, and we were used to smelling folks like him, too. That church knew how to love someone like 
Donnie, even when someone like Donnie made it hard to love ‘em. What we weren’t used to was seeing all that 
misfortune wrapped up in one body. Donnie came to us often, about once a week, give or take. He came to us 
with insurmountable needs, but he never asked for money. Money we could’ve given. But he asked for help. 
Real help. Help we often couldn’t give. He’d been to rehab 27 times. In the year-and-a-half that I knew him, he 
was arrested more than 15 times. Sometimes it was his fault, and you’d just shake your head and go visit. But 
sometimes it wasn’t.  

One arrest was particularly frustrating. See, Donnie took meds for his dissociative disorder. From what I 
understand, there are basically two options of medication for this, and one of them has side effects that include 
seizures. He avoids that one, for obvious reasons, and is able to keep his personalities in check with the other. 
Until he gets arrested. See, the jail in Little Rock carried only one medication for dissociative disorder -- the one 
that causes seizures, or at least exacerbates his seizure disorder. So, he is doing more or less ok, gets arrested, 
starts having seizures, so he stops taking his meds, and the psychological disorders rear their heads. On the 
upside, whenever he’s in jail, he goes off of drugs and alcohol, mostly. But as soon as he’s released, he steps 
into the nearest beer mart - opportunistically located at the bus stop in front of the prison.  

But on this particular occasion, Donnie got released and did not go on a bender. He avoided the 
temptation and went downtown instead. But as soon as he got off the bus, he had a seizure and got rushed to the 
hospital. They got him leveled out and released him the same day, hopped up on some kind of pills that made 
him loopy. He stumbled his way onto another bus and tried to find a seat. Then, t hospital- administered drugs 
really kicked in. The bus driver got nervous, called in a complaint, and got him arrested for public intox at the 
next stop. Back into jail, and back into a cycle of medications that work but don’t. Y’all, that’s woe.  

I have a lot of stories about Donnie. Most of them are like this one. Woe on woe on woe. A handful are 
sweet, loving, even inspirational, but most aren’t. Donnie is the kind of person that makes you ask a lot of 
questions about our world. Why can’t he get the care he actually needs? Why do the police keep picking him 
up? Why do doctors keep clearing him for release? Why do our systems allow people to fall through the cracks? 
And better yet, why do we have such a hard time seeing that those cracks have grown into chasms? Woe to us 
who keep the world the way it is. And woe to us who let those chasms grow.  

I gotta be honest with y’all, I’ve really struggled with Jesus’ Sermon on the Plain this week. I think it’s 
nice to hear that the poor, the hungry, the grief-stricken, and the excluded are blessed. But there’s not a lot of 
comfort, exactly, in knowing that the rich, the full, the happy, and the well-regarded are in for a load of woe. 
Why can’t we all be blessed? I’ve struggled with that a terrible lot. And I don’t have an answer, except to repeat 
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the refrain of the past several weeks. Take care of each other, recognize what you’ve got that someone else 
doesn’t, and give of your abundance copiously. 

But while that’s true and good, it leaves me unsatisfied. Because I know Donnie. And I know too many 
folks like Donnie. And I know this passage from Luke, and I know how much it hurts him to hear it. Donnie 
knows Jesus’s promise of blessing to folks like him and woe to “the fat cats” as he calls ‘em, he knows that 
promise is something that’s to come, a kingdom that hadn’t quite made it here yet. He trusts that to be true, but 
he knows it’s not here yet. And there’s a particular kind of torture in that knowledge. He lays down at night 
with the trust that it’s coming and rises in the morning to the same old broken world. And he knows there’s not 
a thing he can do to change it, so he keeps coming back to the same old places. The lunch line in the basement 
of one church, the laundry services in the basement of another, the hugs and prayers for concern from familiar 
and well-meaning people of faith all up and down Scott Street. But no real change. Blessing, yes, but not a 
kingdom’s worth. Food, sure, but only certain meals on certain days. Laughter, occasionally, but rarely hearty.  

Now, these woes that Jesus proclaims, Donnie feels those in his bones. And he kinda loves it that Jesus 
says these things. ‘Cause while he longs for those blessings, he also longs for those woes of his to move onto to 
somebody else.  And I can’t say that I blame him. Donnie has more woes than I thought a single human could 
bear. And I’m not sure he really does, certainly not with the grace that our fallacy of the “noble poor” would 
dictate. Donnie doesn’t do this with grace, he doesn’t pick himself up by his bootstraps -- he doesn’t have any -- 
and he doesn’t inspire much hope.  

But he is faithful, and how he remains so, I’m not sure I’ll ever understand. I say that as a priest! But as 
someone who has every right to be mad at God and turn his back, he doesn’t. Now, he’s got his yelling at the 
sky days, for sure, but he, in all his yelling, he stays in relationship. I asked Donnie about this on one of his 
better days, how he keeps coming back, why he keeps coming back. He said, “I love being here. Do you know 
why? Because for one hour a week, I don't have to worry about what crazy thing I'm going to say. For just one 
hour, I can sit here in silence and only say my prayers. All the other voices in my head go away, and all that's 
left are these beautiful prayers we all say together.” 

Now, I know that isn’t a cure-all. And I know that after that hour was over and he’d had his fill of coffee 
and deviled eggs, Donnie’d go back to the sleeping bag hidden in the woods. And I know that after that hour 
was over, and after I’d had my fill of coffee and whatever’s left after the deviled eggs were gone, I would go 
back to my climate controlled home with a pillow-top, memory foam mattress. But for an hour, sometimes two 
or three times a week, for an hour, we were equal, sharing a pew, sharing a cup, sharing a whole meal. That’s 
blessing. And that’s what every hour of every week oughta be. Woe to us who keep that kingdom at bay.  
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