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Sometimes a Better Story starts a long time ago.

Every day each of us witnesses the epidemic of homelessness. We see people 
sheltering under freeway overpasses, in doorways or in encampments along sidewalks 
or open space areas. With every sighting, our hearts fill with compassion, and we 
wonder how we can help them. The answers are as complicated as are the reasons for 
their plight. Difficult life situations, addiction, and mental illness all contribute. Many 
charitable organizations, including FCCNH, are providing relief where possible, but the 
numbers are increasing and there are no comprehensive solutions being instituted to 
mitigate the misery. There is a Better Story. 

Imagine a place where the mentally ill are invited into homes and cared for in an 
atmosphere of kindness without demanding healthy life changes on a pre-determined 
schedule. Instead they are accepted for who they are and integrated into the family 
and community life. They are referred to as “guests” or “boarders,” not patients. This 
place actually exists, and it has been welcoming “guests” into homes for 700 years . . . 
yes, 700 years. 

The place is Geel, Belgium, and the approach over the centuries has been to treat 
mental illness by prescribing “no treatment at all.” “Guests” receive love and support 
by sharing family life, and they are helped in finding appropriate work. The family 
develops creative ways to address their emotional ups and downs. Most “guests” 
have been diagnosed with cognitive disabilities, schizophrenia, or other psychotic 
disorders with no history of aggressive or serious crimes. Community residents report 
that their “guests” have become such a part of life at home as well as in society, that 
the distinction between “guests” and “non guests” blur. Most “guests” have lived with 
the same family for over 20 years and several have lived over 75 years with multiple 
generations of the same family.

God has blessed the people of Geel by filling their hearts with love and their souls 
with grace. This Better Story has been told for centuries and should be an inspiration to 
us all. 


