Prostitutes and Me?

By Jody Hoffman

A few years ago, while I was working away on a huuuuuge overwhelming project downtown (reclaiming of an old house in a strategic place, a story I will share another time), a friend called to say that she and her family were headed to the beach. Do you ever hear a line someone tells you and moan and whine inside but your head knows better than your feelings and you can respond with,  “Oh, I am so glad for you to get away”? Only because you know how great it would be for you at that very moment? Admittedly, that was where I was with my, “Oh, so glad for you…” on the phone that day. I was exhausted and really needed a break, but rest was not to be for weeks and weeks ahead.

I love how God uses different people at different places doing totally different things to still accomplish His plan. My assignment was working down town but hers really was to go to the beach. This is how I know…

A couple of days later, she called from the beach to tell me of a couple she had just met, and how she was inviting them home with her to Atlanta.  She wanted to know if we could come to dinner to meet them. We just had to hear their story. I laughed with her about her continual passion for God, that even on the beach, she was eager to meet people and hear their God stories. I loved that about her and agreed to check with Buddy to see if we could come to dinner when they got back.

It was a great dinner with stories so amazing we forgot to eat. We sat with our jaws dropped and our mouths hung open—not literally because we had manners, but internally, it was totally our posture. They were amazing stories of the slaughter of millions of people in Cambodia in the 80’s by Polpott a ruthless, crazed tyrant who wiped out an entire nation of all the educated professionals of anyone with a more than 3rd grade education. All the professors, teachers, doctors, lawyers, businessmen, developers, engineers anyone with an education period - all were killed. They were all massacred within days. They told the story as it had unfolded and as they had first hand experienced living in it and through it. It was unbelievable and heartbreaking. It was shocking—not only what had happened but also that it was in my lifetime, and I didn’t even know about it! How could this be?

As a result, it was not long before 3 of us women got on a plane and headed for Cambodia. There is so much in this story I cannot even begin to scratch the surface of what all God was doing in my heart but let me tell you He was! We traveled 30 something hours to Phnom Pen, a place that up until then was only somewhere Peter Jennings had been and news broadcasts spoke that name repeatedly during the Viet Nam War.  But it was never a place I imagined I would land and with just 2 other women! I felt like we had traveled to Mars. We were so totally out of our comfort zone; words are unable to express the distance and the discomfort. And yet at the same time, there was total peace that we were doing what God had led us to do. They had told us of the plight of women here and how we could begin to help bring healing to a land ripped apart to its very core.

The people that were now growing up were the children of the 80’s who had not been educated but were now the adults unskilled and unequipped to assume responsibilities of parenthood and leadership of hospitals, businesses and schools. They were left to make money through prostitution. As children, they had been raped by soldiers and knew of little else to provide for them selves or their children. As young girls, some of these precious women had been sold by their families into sex trade, to provide their parents an income; it was gut wrenching to meet them.  They were betrayed by their parents, beaten by their pimps and without a place to seek safety, they were left without a person in the world that cared. We felt privileged to meet them and hear their stories.  We taught them of God and His plan for redemption and love, of purpose for living and hope. We saw those who had already responded have lives changed and worlds put back together. We invited others to know of the One who could be their Healer and how He would never fail them. Our hearts broke at the vastness of the problems.

 We met and fed homeless children living in bombed out buildings, children from 2 to 8 years old barely clothed, without food and without anyone to tuck them into bed at night—without beds, without homes. As we handed them food, I had to turn away. I wept to see their little faces filthy and their bodies covered in wring worms; their desperation ripped my heart. What can we do? This cannot be happening, I told myself.  This cannot be real life; my heart broke. I imagined my own children without parents living here. I wanted to embrace them, let them know what a hug felt like, what their mommies meant to do if they could. I tried to hug a child, which only made him cry—he did not know what I was doing or what it meant. I cried. How do we fix this? We stared out the windows of the car as we left, taking it all in.  Numbed by the swelling in our hearts, our eyes oozed tears, and we rode silently - too full to speak. We stared out into the complexity of a fallen world just shaking our heads. Speechless, words seemed inadequate to express the acute ache and emotional distress we experienced.

As we drove, we went through the section of town where we could see the young girls of 12 or so sitting in doorways, displayed at tables in the front cafes waiting to be sold to the next deviant man for his pleasure. The cost? We were told these young girls would have to do this at least 3 times a day for—1.00! I wanted to stop the car take all my dollars and take them home. Our eyes could not take it; our hearts could not endure it.  We drove by praying that God would make a way out for them and restore this country. I still pray that same prayer, and my heart weeps as I tell you and remember what I saw.

Many have seen this, and to their credit, have figured out ways to do more than pray. They have gone beyond the shock and terror and have strategized ways to rescue them. I am confident that it breaks your heart as well.  That what I saw was what you would see, and what I felt is what you would feel. I went for you—I saw for you and I cry with you. But that is not enough, and I am shamed to say that we have not done enough—I am not sure there is an “enough”. It is still happening; it is still going on. This world is sooooo messed up. 

You may have heard of Courtney, a young women in her late 20’s, that spent time in Thailand going in and rescuing girls from brothels and clubs, building relationships and sharing Christ through an organization that is doing much to bring this injustice to a halt. I met her when we had just returned from Cambodia, another long cool story—she is now on the Grace staff. Why? Going back and forth to Thailand and Cambodia? No! Going back and forth to downtown Atlanta—in and out of clubs, building relationships and rescuing young women—here! Here? Yes! The world is messed up, Cambodia and Thailand, India and China, the Philippines and Kashmir—Atlanta and Las Vegas! It is so much easier to see it “over there” and to think that is so wrong. But here, in our own country? You might even agree—“Yeah, that Las Vegas or Miami is a mess, San Francisco or Los Angles, I can imagine so”. THEY should do something about that. Guess what!  YOU are the THEY! It is here in Atlanta! And what are WE going to do about this?

Last night was our staff Christmas party, and we have always done white elephant gag gifts for fun. This year we did away with it and spent the same amount on gifts for Courtney to take to girls downtown hooked into prostitution. It was a weird personal experience for me earlier in the afternoon. I was shopping for these gifts and decided to do more than the usual white elephant price seeing how this was a larger than usual problem. I had fun and prayed as I picked out lotions, soaps, scarves, stationary, candles, chocolates and a makeup bag to hold it all. I kept wrestling with my own thoughts. I would name a friend and think, “Oh, she would love this” and then realize—wait it isn’t for her—it was for a prostitute. Then I’d get to shopping again and coordinate all the colors and shapes to look so pretty together, and I would think of another friend’s name—she would really like this.  Then I would remind myself it wasn’t for her—it was for a prostitute. I realized I have never shopped for a prostitute before. I heard my prejudices and my Pharisee in me saying, “Why should I do this? This is what they choose to do. Why should I buy them gifts? I should give that money to some child who is without presents and without someone to care. You may be aghast at my wicked thinking; I am too—or you may identify. I continued and decided praying was more profitable than prejudices and found myself with a heart change wanting to meet these girls. To hear their stories and to hear how they got there must be incredible stories of disappointment with people and unbelievable hurt to take them on such a wretched route. All but finished I was in a long line waiting to check out. Someone called on my cell phone and asked what I was up to. “Shopping at Marshall’s,” I answered. “Oh, are you decorating for some one?” they asked. “No, buying some gifts.” I tried to just let it pass as there were many women around me, and I didn’t want to speak too loudly. “Oh, is it for your grandbabies?” they continued asking. I took a deep breath and said, “No… it is for some prostitutes downtown.” I felt all eyes on me as people around me turned to “nonchalantly” check out who and what had just said that!

All of a sudden it made perfect sense to get to share the whole thing with the person on the phone as all in line around me heard as well. My embarrassment became a perfect opportunity to share about sex trafficking in Atlanta—not the usual happy holiday ho ho ho--ing done in the check out line. But I was then really glad they had been so persistent in their questioning at the beginning of the call. It became a wonderful way to share, and I was really glad to have gone shopping for some prostitutes and that it brought up my own sin.  I could confess my pride and selfishness and pray not only for women a world away but also for women right here where I live. I could do more than pray and cry and drive in a daze through a country too sickened to speak and too distanced by dialect to dialogue my heart to them.  I could do something here. I can buy a gift to bring to start a conversation with a women wounded into wickedness, wickedness like I have in my heart. I can speak openly in public about the tragedy of sex trafficking taking opportunity wherever it presents itself to speak truth. I can confront the prejudices I find in me and chose prayer for the very ones with whom I find myself judging.

Fortunately and unfortunately both—this is not just me, it is not just now, it is not just over prostitutes. As I read in Acts 10 this morning, I saw the same sort of story unfold; it was really beautiful. Cornelius was the outsider here in the passage, a non-Jew, yet he was praying. God hears his prayer and tells him to send men to Joppa to find a man named Peter to come to him and tell him of God, of Jesus, of the Holy Spirit “how He went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil…” so Cornelius sends two men to find Peter just as the angel told him to do. Meanwhile Peter gets a vision about clean and unclean animals - that he should eat even the unclean animals. Peter says,  “By no means, Lord, for I have never eaten anything unholy and unclean.”(vs.14) A voice speaks and says,  “What God has cleansed, no longer consider unholy.” Three times this happens and then the vision is gone.

Peter is perplexed at the meaning, but right then, the men from Cornelius appear at the door asking for him and telling him what Cornelius’ vision was the day before. The next day Peter goes with them and says to all Cornelius had gathered to hear: “You yourselves know how unlawful it is for a man who is a Jew to associate with a foreigner or to visit him; and yet God has shown me that I should not call any man unholy or unclean…I most certainly understand now that God is not one to show partiality but in every nation the man who fears Him and does what is right is welcomed to Him.” Read the whole chapter yourself.  It is so good, so pertinent to where we are. Here I see God working in different people through ways at the same time to accomplish His will and His purposes. 

When I told Courtney last night that I thought I would maybe like to go down town and meet these women for whom we brought the gifts, I also realized that I might not be quite ready for clubs. It may not be where I am yet. When I read this morning “By no means Lord, for I have never eaten anything unholy and unclean.” I thought that’s how I feel about going into a club. I have never seen that—I think I may end up under a table crying and in shock—by no means Lord—not there. But if He really is my LORD I have no right to say no. I am not saying that is where I am going this week, but I am saying yes to whatever He says. In this chapter, the non-Jews hear and believe and the Jews were amazed—check out the end of what is written there. May this be where our “gentile” friends from downtown find themselves, and may we be amazed at the power of God. What if they are praying, and we are the Peter and friends that get to share the good news that Light has come, and they no longer need to live in darkness? I want to go! I want to share around the world or around town!

Our first step is gathering lotions, candles, makeup bags, note cards, scarves and such, place in the women’s cabinet to the right of the auditorium doors. Secondly, assemble gift baskets on December 18th in the lobby. These are 2 things you CAN do—see you there! Let’s see what amazing things God has in store…
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