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In the early 1970s, researchers at a Pennsylvania university studied 
how dogs could be conditioned to a state of “learned helplessness.” It 
sounds complicated but it was simple. In a process now justly considered 
inhumane, the researchers closed a dog in a metal cage and sent electric 
shocks into the animal. At fi rst, the dog reacted quickly, frantically running 
around, trying to get out. The researchers observed that as the shocks 
continued, it reacted less and less. Finally, the dog reached a point where 
it hardly moved as it was being shocked. The researchers then opened 
the door to the cage, off ering the animal a clear exit, and continued the 
shocks. But the dog had reached the state of “learned helplessness.” It lay 
there, enduring the shocks. Next, the researchers placed an unconditioned 
dog in the cage with the conditioned animal. When the treatments 
resumed, the new dog reacted and ran out of the cage. The conditioned 
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dog observed this, got up, and ran out also.2

What a great metaphor this is for the Christian missional life!

My first reaction to seeing a group of men prostituting themselves was 
to ask, “Why don’t they just get a job?” It was only after several years of 
walking with these men and listening to their stories that I realized that it 
wasn’t that easy. They were conditioned. If I wanted to help, I would need 
to get in their cage.

One young man who taught me this was Jim.

* * * *

The Illinois State’s Attorney looked into the jury box while his 
outstretched hand pointed behind him to the defense table.

“Jim Jacobs or Jim Jacobson,” the lawyer shouted. “What does it matter? 
Who cares? He’s just a hustler. He’s just a prostitute! Who knows what his 
real name is?”

With that, he closed his final argument. Even though the attorney didn’t 
say it outright, his message was clear: The man accused of murder didn’t 
matter because he was a prostitute. Because he was a prostitute, he was of 
no worth to society. Because he was of no worth to society, he should not 
be trusted, or given rights, or believed when he testified that “I didn’t do it.”

Let me fill in the pieces for you.

About two years before that court scene in the late 1990s, I was talking 
with Jim in the corner of our ministry center’s basement living room. A 
man in his early 30s, Jim sat with his coat pulled around him, his small 
build swallowed up by his jacket. His curly blond hair was as messy and 
dirty as his jeans and shirt. I knew by looking at him that he was sleeping 
in alleys and parks, even with the Chicago winter approaching. Around us, 
other guys were coming and going. Dishes from lunch clattered their way 
into the dishwasher. A rhythm-and-blues tune played on the radio. Jim 
spoke softly.

“I got tested last week,” he said. “I’m positive. The doctor said my viral 
load was low, which is good. I can’t believe this is happening.”

I’d known Jim for a while. He had been slowly coming to grips with his 
life on the street and making changes in the right direction. For weeks he 
had felt ill, but he didn’t want to visit the doctor for fear of learning he had 
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HIV. His fears had come true.

“I’ve gotta do right now, John,” he continued. “I don’t want to die. I called 
those people at Teen Challenge that you told me about. They said they 
got an HIV floor that I could stay on. I’m gonna go down for the interview 
tomorrow.”

I listened as Jim talked and I said a quiet prayer. Too often it’s something 
like this that finally wakes a guy up to changing his life. I was sorry for him, 
but glad he was finally coming around.

A couple weeks went by before Jim came by again. He looked great. A 
new haircut, nice clothes, and clean face did him wonders. Even so, since I 
knew he hadn’t gone to Teen Challenge’s drug rehab program  I feared for 
him.

“I’m staying with a friend,” he said and my heart sank. Often when our 
guys say that, they mean they are staying with one of their “tricks” or 
“dates”—sometimes called “sugar daddies”—who generally are older men. 
As they get to know each other, the sugar daddy may begin to let the 
hustler stay with him occasionally. The sugar daddy provides a warm place 
to stay, food, clothes, and whatever else a hustler may want, in return for 
sex on demand.

It is an awful situation. These twisted relationships often entail real 
needs that the two men are trying to meet. The sugar daddy has a 
nurturing, parental need to give; and the hustler craves to be loved. When 
you’re living day by day on the streets, a twisted love is sometimes better 
than no love at all.

“He’s not asking me to do anything,” Jim argued when I confronted him 
about his living situation. I didn’t believe him and told him so. He said he 
knew what he was doing and that he didn’t want to live on the streets 
while waiting to get into a residential rehab program like Teen Challenge.

A couple of weeks passed and Jim seemed to be gaining some weight 
and doing his best to stay clean. One Wednesday evening he came by for 
dinner and stayed for the prayer and worship time afterward. Jim thanked 
us for the evening and headed out the door for “home.”

Two days later he called me on the phone.

“John, you gotta believe me, I didn’t do this!” He was frightened. His 
voice cracked and wavered between fear and anger.
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“They had me in a little room for hours. I thought they were going to kill 
me. I signed the confession because they told me too. I didn’t kill him!”

Jim told me his side of the story. After leaving our ministry center, 
he went home. His sugar daddy wanted to have sex with him but Jim 
didn’t, so he left. Jim admitted to me that he went out and got high and 
drunk. He came home around 3:00 a.m., opened the door, and found 
the sugar daddy dead on the floor, strangled. Jim called the police. The 
police questioned him for twenty-one hours and said he confessed to the 
murder. Jim said he was threatened into signing the confession.

The next day I visited Jim in Cook County Jail. Behind the two-inch-thick 
Plexiglas, I saw him enter wearing the tan inmate jumpsuit. Thankfully, I 
was the only visitor there at the time and the room was quiet. “Thanks for 
visiting me, John,” he said “I don’t know what I’m going to do. You gotta 
believe me. I did not do this.”

I asked him about his health. The county jail is probably one of the worst 
places to get good health care, especially for someone who’s HIV positive. 
Jim said he was feeling fine. Then his face dropped and his eyes began to 
well with tears.

“If I had just done what you said I wouldn’t be here. I swear if I get out 
of this, I’ll get my life together. I’ll go to Teen Challenge; I’ll go wherever I 
gotta to get straight. If I’d just . . . . ”

Jim and I talked more. I encouraged him to get involved with the prison 
ministries. We talked about how faith in Jesus is not hindered by Plexiglas 
windows or prison walls. Jim said he was already getting to know Christian 
inmates. We prayed until the guard told us visiting time was over.

Why would any person in his right mind sign a confession to a murder 
he did not commit?

I have to admit that’s the first question that ran through my head. I 
didn’t know if Jim was telling the truth. But his signed confession was 
strong evidence against him. Regardless of his guilt or innocence, I knew 
we were the only people in his corner.

I made a few calls. After a couple of days one of the top three law firms 
in Chicago agreed to take his case. One of the partners is a godly man who 
is active in urban ministry in our city. He persuaded his firm to take up the 
challenge of Jim’s case.
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Jim sat waiting behind bars for about eighteen months while his 
attorneys gathered evidence, gave him a battery of tests, and hired 
a private detective to follow leads. My staff and I kept visiting Jim, 
volunteers wrote him, and many people began to pray for him. As many 
guys do, Jim began to get serious about his walk with Jesus while in 
prison. I’m not sure exactly when, but he opened himself to praying and 
reading his Bible. It was a blessing to see. But overshadowing that was the 
forty to sixty years in prison he was facing.

As the trial loomed closer, the state offered Jim a plea bargain: take a 
sentence of twenty years and he would be out in ten. If the case went to 
trial and the state won, it would push for the maximum sentence of sixty 
years.

The evidence the state had to bargain with was the signed confession. 
That’s it. Absolutely no other evidence that Jim had committed the 
murder.

Jim was resolute. He wanted to go to trial because he was not guilty.

As the trial began, Jim’s attorneys brought forth their evidence. The 
night of the murder Jim was not even at the sugar daddy’s home. He 
was at another trick’s apartment getting high. A few months earlier, the 
Chicago Transit Authority—which runs the public buses—switched from a 
coin-like token system of payment to a transit card system. The transit card 
is like a credit card with a magnetic strip on the back. Besides storing the 
amount of money available in your account, the strip also shows where 
you’ve been! When the police arrested Jim, the transit card he carried 
backed up his claim that he’d been at the other end of the city at the time 
the murder took place.

The defense attorneys brought in doctors to testify about Jim’s mental 
state. They explained that Jim had been born with fetal alcohol syndrome, 
which severely affected his learning ability and comprehension. As a child, 
Jim was beaten with a baseball bat by his mother’s boyfriend, causing 
acute brain damage. This physical abuse hindered his short-term memory 
and limited his ability to perform simple tasks like setting an alarm clock. 
These conditions made it hard for him to get and keep a job. For the last 
decade, Jim had lived on the streets, abusing drugs and prostituting to get 
by.

Hustlers like Jim don’t prostitute because they enjoy it, It’s a means 
of survival and what appears a choice to us is based on severely limited 
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options. These guys “usually have low levels of formal education and their 
work choices are limited to unskilled labor which pays them much less 
that the ‘easy money’ provided by sex work.”3

The doctors testified that, due to his brain damage and life on the 
streets, Jim’s ability to comprehend what was happening to him during 
those twenty-one hours of interrogation at the police station was very 
limited. In addition, the police did not follow up on a host of other clues 
in the apartment where the sugar daddy was found. A third person’s 
fingerprints, a beer bottle in his car, eyewitness accounts of other men in 
the apartment, and other evidence were ignored because the police had 
secured a signed confession.

At the trial, the police officer who had read Jim his confession 
painstakingly told the jurors that there was no way Jim could have 
misunderstood what he was signing. The officers had made every effort to 
“do it by the book.” The eight-page confession had been read to Jim and 
witnessed by other officers. The officer testified that Jim had not been 
coerced or misled into signing the confession.

And yet, as the defense attorney pointed out, the police officer who had 
read Jim his confession and was so concerned with getting everything 
right didn’t realize that she was mispronouncing his name the whole time. 
The confession read “Jim Jacobs,” not “Jim Jacobson.”

The trial took a week. An Emmaus staff member came every day to 
support and encourage Jim.

The jury returned its verdict in less than four hours: not guilty.

Jim was released twelve hours later. He stayed with my wife, Carolyn, 
and me in our apartment’s guest room for a couple of weeks before 
moving into a home for homeless people in our neighborhood.

* * * *

It’s distressing how our society views guys like Jim as disposable. “Who 
cares?” the State’s Attorney had thundered. “He’s just a prostitute!”

I care.

The Lord cares.

I trust you care, or you probably wouldn’t be reading this book.
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Anyone who wears the mantle of Christ should care what happens to 
these guys.

The cage of poverty, neglect, physical abuse, and trauma often steer 
guys like Jim into a state of “learned helplessness.” In part because of their 
conditioning, it’s not that easy to “just get a job.” Understanding where 
they’ve come from and hearing their stories is messy and painful—it’s 
like stepping into their cage. Yet, I learned stepping inside was crucial in 
order for me to understand who these guys were. And stepping inside was 
essential to begin answering the question: “What does the Lord require of 
you?”

Digging Deeper

Listen and Refl ect
“Part of the Fabric Here” at www.greenchoby.com/music-39.html. My 

wife, Carolyn, is a singer/songwriter. She and her music partner Mike 
Choby have been performing original acoustic music together since 1996. 
Many of Carolyn’s songs speak to our life and ministry at Emmaus. She 
wrote this song when Jim lived with us for a few weeks.

Read and Refl ect
When I look at your heavens, the work of your fi ngers,
the moon and the stars that you have established; 
what are human beings that you are mindful of them,
mortals that you care for them?
Yet you have made them a little lower than God,
and crowned them with glory and honor.

—Psalm 8:3-5

When I look at your heavens, the work of your fi ngers,
the moon and the stars that you have established; 
what are human beings that you are mindful of them,

Yet you have made them a little lower than God,
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For Discussion
As the Roman Catholic Archbishop of Olinda and Recife, 

Brazil, Dom Hélder Pessoa Câmara witnessed many lifetimes’ 
worth of suff ering, homelessness, poverty and injustice. He 
died at the age of ninety on August 27, 1999. At one point in 
his ministry, he said, “If I give food to the poor and hungry, they 
call me a saint, but if I ask why the poor are hungry, they call 
me a communist!”

1. What do you fi nd alarming in this chapter?

2. Is it hard to see someone like Jim as clothed with glory and 
honor?

3. What about the “sugar-daddy” who was murdered?

4. What is the danger in asking what causes a man to get into a life 
of prostitution?

Pray
“Dear God in Heaven, for all children who have been 
abused and neglected, have mercy on them, Lord. Help 
those of us who have eyes to see and ears to hear to not 
turn from them when there is a need to intervene or 
speak up on their behalf.”

PrayPray

turn from them when there is a need to intervene or turn from them when there is a need to intervene or 

PrayPray


