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For some years now I have worked with and on behalf of people who are unhoused. First as the director of a church
ministry, and presently as a board member of a small non-profit. It has been my privilege to hear the stories of some
of the people that I have served.  There is one story in particular that stays with me.

An Unsettling Awakening

Once, at 3am, several unhoused people were asleep in a public space in their town.  I say their town because that’s
what it was for them.  In the absence of any permanent shelters in the town, and few in the surrounding area, they
found shelter during the day in the town’s public library.  They relied on several of the churches in town for food,
clothing, and other assistance. Most importantly they had formed relationships, both with other unhoused people and
housed members of the community who had come to care about them, offering them friendship and support.

To the extent that their unhoused status would allow them, they felt safe and at home in the town.  But on this
occasion, at 3am, the police did a sweep of the public space where people were sleeping. They enforced an urban
camping ordinance that was “on the books” but inconsistently enforced. People were awakened and told: “You can’t
sleep here.” Some of the unhoused angrily asked where they were supposed to sleep. According to the women who
told me the story, the police replied that they were not welcome in the town and should leave permanently.

Unhoused People Are Not the Problem

While I don’t know what precipitated this sweep, I do know that the problem of homelessness is too often conflated
with the people who are unhoused.  The problem of homelessness stems from the lack of affordable housing in our
communities.  Homelessness stems from the income inequality that exists in our nation. Homelessness stems from
mental health and other supportive services being woefully inadequate to the need. These problems will not be solved
overnight, and waking people up and threatening them in the middle of the night does nothing to solve the problem of
homelessness.

Welcoming Unhoused People

In contrast to the sweep, how can we, both ourselves and our churches, become more welcoming to and supportive of
people experiencing homelessness? How can we incarnate our baptismal vow to “respect the dignity of every human
being” (BCP 305)?

At my church we give out lunch bags with nutritious food. I am proud that the lunches are given out with friendliness
and kindness.  Yet, I find myself wondering how we might invite those who come for a lunch to participate in the
ministry: to help make the lunches, give them out, and help with clean-up. Not everyone who comes will wish to
participate, but being invited is in itself an act of respect. How else might we invite unhoused people into the life of
our parishes? And how might we, all of us, reach out and join people who are unhoused in their journey out of
homelessness?

To learn how the Episcopal Community Foundation can support your parish in welcoming unhoused people, please
contact our Executive Director.

https://www.bcponline.org/Baptism/holybaptism.html
https://episcopalcommunityfoundation.org/contact/
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Ellen Gallow is a dedicated Christian educator, who has formed and been formed by countless children, youth,
and adults in Baptist and Episcopal churches over the decades. In addition to her commitment to spiritual

formation, she has worked tirelessly and continues to walk alongside our unhoused neighbors in Decatur and
the East Atlanta community. She volunteers at DEAM (Decatur Emergency Action Ministry), Hagar’s House, and
several freeze shelters in the Decatur community. Ellen Gallow is a member of Holy Trinity Parish in Decatur,

GA.

SUPPORT ECF

Your one-time or monthly donation allows us to serve people experiencing poverty and oppression throughout
our Diocese. Make a donation at https://episcopalcommunityfoundation.org/donate/

https://episcopalcommunityfoundation.org/donate

