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A couple of months back Rebecca 
Karcher, Sara Schaefer and I were 
sitting in Starbucks with Dan Bais-
den talking about life in downtown 
Fort Wayne. Dan is an urban planner 
for the city of Fort Wayne and was 
sharing experiences and thoughts 
about what makes a good city and a 
good community. Dan mentioned a 
new book by another guy interested 
in urban design and social infrastruc-
ture, Palaces for the People, by Eric 
Klinenberg. I ordered the book while 
we were sitting at Starbucks and, 
when it came two days later, read the 
book that evening.

Palaces for the People* is an amazing 
book that talks about what makes 
great places to live. As we know, there 
are many things that make a great 
neighborhood — good jobs, a good 
school, safety, a safe place for kids to 
play, maybe a microbrewery — but 
the most important things are those 
that promote “community,” human 

interaction, and build what we call 
“social infrastructure.” But what really 
caught my eye in the book was that 
we at Trinity were already working 
at so many of the things Klinenberg 
wrote about in his book. I knew we 
had found our next topic for Think-
ing Out Loud.

Theologically, we frequently say that 
the essence of God is love. But when 
we start thinking about God very 
much, we come to see that love is not 
an abstract thing, but something that 
finds its deepest expression in com-
munity. Love isn’t love unless it has 
a direction, and that direction is the 
foundation for community. In Chris-
tian theology, one of the things we  
say about God is that God is, in  
essence, community. That’s what  
we mean when we talk about the 
Trinity. God is eternally community 
[the Christian expression of this is 
Father/Son/Holy Spirit]. This com-
munity that is God spills out into 
everything that is. The internal love of 
God is so large it can’t be contained, 
so it finds its fullest expression in the 
entirety of the creation.

Our community with each other is 
an expression of God’s love and a 
fulfillment of God’s purposes. This 

is why the building of community; in 
a parish church, in a neighborhood, 
in a city is so important and why it is 
important to us here at Trinity [you’ll 
notice, it’s even in our name…].

I’d like to introduce you to some of 
our friends here at Trinity, people 
who are working hard to build good 
community here in our city. In the 
following pages you’ll meet execu-
tives and brew masters, architects 
and lawyers, artists and planners. It’s 
one of the craziest and most eclectic 
groups to grace the pages of Thinking 
Out Loud. Each of them is commit-
ted to the health of our city, but more 
than that, the health and thriving of 
the people who make a great place to 
live so great. I’d like to invite you into 
this work with us. One of the things 
Klinenberg points out in Palaces for 
the People is that good civic life takes 
all of us together. Working together, 
we make this a great place to live. 
Working together, we change the 
world.

Peace, 
 
 
 
Pastor Gary Erdos
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Community with each 
other is an expression  
of God’s love...

*If you don’t have time to read the whole book, you can see Eric Klinenberg talking about Palaces for the People in a video here: 
www.ericklinenberg.com/events.  The video is, essentially, a summary of his book.
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                                        ecently, Trinity English’s senior pastor, Gary  
Erdos, hosted a roundtable discussion to talk about why and how  
we can create the kinds of connections that don’t always happen  
as effortlessly as they once did. Gathered around the table with  
Pastor Erdos (GE) were: Alex Kiefer (AK), executive director of  
Lutheran Life Villages; Amos Norman (AN), executive director of  
the Renaissance Pointe YMCA; Dodd Kattman (DK), partner and  
architect at MKM Design; Laura Dwire, (LD) program manager  
with St. Joe Community Health Foundation; Denise Andorfer (DA), 
executive director of Vincent Village, and Lewis A. King (LK), pastor, 
barber shop owner, and coordinator for the 10-Point Coalition.

The group discussed where people in today’s world find community. 
In the past, or so we imagine, people knew neighbors better, had 

“What should young 
people do with their lives 

today? Many things, 
obviously. But the most 
daring thing is to create 

stable communities  
in which the terrible  
disease of loneliness  

can be cured.” 
— Kurt Vonnegut, Palm Sunday: 
An Autobiographical Collage

R
creating
community

In a day when lives are busier than ever, when  
employment can relocate families hundreds of miles from 
home, when more people than ever are living alone, it can 

be challenging for many of us to find our “tribe,” the people 
we can count on. It’s not unusual for people to feel like  
they need to be more intentional and deliberate about  

creating ‘community.’ But how can we do that?

Dodd Kattman 
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more time to spend with family and friends, and spent more time in 
shared activities like bowling leagues, church events, and PTA carnivals.

In 2017, there were an estimated 35.25 million single-person households in 
the U.S., or about 28.9 percent of the households in Indiana were occupied 
by just one person. In Fort Wayne, according to the American Community 
Survey, just over 34,000 people are living in single-person households. 
While solitude is not always the same as ‘loneliness,’ it’s easy to see how 
thousands of adults in our community may go several days without  
human interaction.

AK: Working with Seniors, we understand the risk of isolation: it’s huge. 
We try to allow for the natural tendency for privacy, but also recognize 
we’re social beings, and when we do come together, wellness improves. 
And not just with our residents: even during the week, with our employee 
base, we have to be intentional about making time to connect because 
everyone’s running as soon as their shift ends — it’s part of our role to help 
them connect during the work day.

The challenge of making time to reach out and connect with others seems 
to cross all demographics.

AK: Opportunities to meet and to talk and to listen are so fleeting today: 
you go to the kids’ game but you run right off as soon as it’s done because 
there is something else to attend. There’s no time to hang around and 

mingle and chat with the other families. If you don’t 
have time to interact, it’s tough to build community. 
But that’s how society moves today.

Sometimes, the built environment can hinder or 
support our ability to connect with others, regard-
less of our age.

DK: We’re working on a proposal for Homestead 
High School. Right now, it’s laid out like a suburban 
neighborhood: narrow long hallways, with no place 
for students to hang out and get to know each other. 
A future design might look at how the school build-
ing itself could be a social engine to get students 
more opportunity to interact and get to know one 
another. Maybe it needs some areas specifically for 
lingering, or hanging out and interacting with oth-
ers. That kind of time helps create friendships.

GE: That might be welcome news to parents who 
worry their kids are spending too much time on  
devices and not connecting with friends in real life.

AN: (Kids) have surface relationships on social  
media, like we all do, but when it’s time to get  
together and hang out with someone, they still do, 
they have people they want to hang around.

GE: Young people in the 70’s had telephones  
attached to the wall, and shopping malls: that’s  
how they stayed in touch and connected with  
one another. Kids hang out and create their own 
community, in whatever time they are living. It  
can be destructive, it can be positive, but this is 
where we are now, staring at our screens.

AK: A lot of our residents like to comment and like 
on our posts — it (social media) becomes almost an 
internal newsletter, in that way in our community. 
I think that’s ok, until it becomes a replacement for 
one-to-one communication…then, no. But to tell 
stories, to contribute positively, that’s a tool to build 
community.

GE: We’ve done some work with Virginia Theolog-
ical Seminary, and they say social media in church 
should lead you to want to have real interaction, to 
draw you into community, not serve as a substitute.

DK: You know, there was an evolution of moving, 
from small, walkable villages to suburbs in the 50’s 
and 60’s, and look at how that correlates to things 
like teen suicides and chronic health issues. It 
means something, physically, to keep people  
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“We have all  
known the long  
loneliness and  

we have learned  
that the only  

solution is love  
and that love comes 

with community.” 

     — Dorothy Day, The Long  
          Loneliness: The Autobiography  
          of the Legendary Catholic  
          Social Activist

Pastor Gary Erdos 

Alex Kiefer

Amos Norman
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together, where they might look out for one another, 
like a sort of “village.” Back in the day, your house 
had a front porch 10 feet away from the sidewalk 
and 15 feet away from your neighbor, who was sitting 
on his front porch: it was just easier to connect.

Once everyone moved to the suburbs and got to 
their home by car, the homes had bigger yards and 
attached garages, and were separated by driveways. 
There were no more front porches, the backyard had 
a privacy fence, so we ended up with isolation.

LD: In my youth, we played outside, we ran around 
with friends in the neighborhood and the nearby 
park until the streetlights came on.

AN: We’ve gotten rid of so much greenspace, 
though. There’s no space in the neighborhoods  
anymore. Now, people go to gyms, indoors.

The changing times have taken a toll on  
neighborhoods, it seems.

LD: We have 37 census tracts without access to 
healthy food, so we started a community garden.  
We began at McCormick Place, in a food desert, 
then we added a market there. We added the  

market at Trinity English because downtown is  
a designated food desert, too. We started inside  
neighborhoods, near large complexes, so there’s 
high access. It is not enough just to bring healthy 
food into a neighborhood, we had to offer education 
and the shared experience to explain how healthy 
food impacts lives. There’s something about chop-
ping, cooking, preparing that lets conversations hap-
pen naturally — it isn’t the food itself, it’s the family 
table concept, that sense of belonging.

DA: We help homeless families create a neighbor-
hood and community, and help families find a sense 
of hope and resilience. We try to build a network 
similar to extended family.

DA: I lived in the same house for 18 years, had the 
same friends, went to the same schools, had people 
who looked out for me, and who called my parents 
when I had a party the night before — I didn’t appre-
ciate it then, but then I became a parent and realized 
how valuable that is! Our families (at Vincent Vil-
lage) and most lower income families are constantly 
on the move, literally, moving from one apartment 
to another…not staying anyplace very long.

Fort Wayne Community Schools (FWCS) statistics confirm this. In the 
last school year, more than 9 percent of the students moved — about a 
third moved to a different school within the FWCS district; about two 
thirds of them moved into or out of the district. It’s not hard to imagine 
the additional challenges that sort of disruption can cause for students.

AN: The YMCA is about “healthy body, mind, and spirit for all.” That 
statement is so powerful because when you think about the Y, where else 
can you walk in and see so many different nationalities, races, incomes, 
six-figure salaries with no-salary individuals, working out in the same 
program, receiving the same services, being treated the same way?  
The Y does a phenomenal job of being a place where everything just 
blends. You can go in and just blend in: you’re unique, but you’re part  
of the Y family and you’re just like everyone else. I think this is “unity,” 
without judgment. That’s the way we’re trying to build community, by 
being the safe place “for all.” When you have the ease of being accepted,  
I think that’s what community is.

LD: It’s a basic human need for food and shelter — but ALSO for love 
and respect. Our Healing Kitchen classes in Senior housing and in 
public housing complexes have done so much — they opened doors for 
relationships. They meet their neighbors and spend some time together. 
It isn’t the class, they know how to cook; it’s allowed friendships to form. 
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“A busy 

life is 

filled with 

 tremendous 

   emptiness.” 

— Debasish Mridha

Denise Andorfer

Lewis A. King

Laura Dwire



 10  |   thinking out loud   |   Spring 2019  11   |   thinking out loud   |   Spring 2019

Centering on the activity spurs relationships — the people can form a 
community.

LK: Two words come up frequently today: “intentional” and  
“relationship.” We need to help churches, in particular, look  
outward…instead of all the focus being on the inside of our walls,  
it makes a big difference if you take that intention and look outward. 
You’ll see a lot of people who don’t have a connection, but that  
doesn’t mean they don’t want one.

AN: We provide a place where people can come, feel whole and  
welcome, and supported, but when they leave — they go right back  
to their environment…and that’s a challenge. We have to be more  
intentional about saying right to these individuals that it’s your job  
to keep growing; it’s ok to say hello to people who aren’t like you, it’s  
ok to hold the door open for someone you don’t know. It’s important  
to have conversations with people, even those who are different.  
What good is our programming if it just stays inside our building?

LK: If we have not pricked the hearts of people to go out and do things 
outside of church — then we aren’t doing our job. We have to seize our 
moments, wherever they may be. We have to be ready for someone to 
say, “Actually, this is not a great day for me,” and be ready to respond 
and to listen. That “love your neighbor” commandment — that isn’t 
just for them, it’s for you, too. You will grow.

“For where 
 two or three  

gather in  
my name,  
there am I  

  with them.” 

— Matthew 18:20

Formerly named Crime Victim Care, 
Amani Family Services is a private  
nonprofit organization serving families 
from around the world who now live  
and work in Allen County. Executive 
Director, Irene Paxia, an immigrant 
from Italy, said the clients they work 
with have the same needs as anyone else 
who moves to the area, except a lot of 
these people have likely been through 
some major hardships. “Some may have 
been forced out of their homes, refugees 
escaping their country because of facing 
persecution and/or war, coming from 
poor living conditions.”

Next to Thailand, Fort Wayne has the 
largest number of immigrants and 
refugees from Burma. Most come to 
the states from refugee camps through 
Catholic Charities then end up in Fort 
Wayne. But some, known as secondary 
refugees, go to other states before  
coming here. Paxia said because of that 
it’s hard to know the exact number of 
immigrants and refugees living here  
but they estimate around 200 every  
year move to Fort Wayne. “Some of 
the reason why refugees end up here is 
because the community is attractive, 
the nonprofit environment provides a 
welcoming environment, plus there are 
good jobs and cost of living is afford-
able,” she said. Paxia said once refugees 
started coming here years back, their 
families and friends back home would 
follow because of word of mouth, leading 
to their continuous migration to our city.  

Currently, Paxia estimates, there are 
seven thousand Burmese refugees living 
in Fort Wayne.

Under the mission of “promoting 
safety, encouraging personal growth, 
and fostering a spirit of belonging,” 
Amani helps families or individuals get 
acclimated. “These are thousands of 
people who have been separated from 
their families. The others haven’t seen 
their families for a long time. We have 
to welcome them into our community,” 
Paxia said.

The organization offers home-based 
family-centered case management and 
family therapy, support for parents, 
crime victim services, and human 
trafficking victim resources. It also helps 
with cultural awareness and substance 
abuse counseling. The staff speaks more 
than 25 languages from more than 15 
countries around the world. “We have  
to do that because this is their new 
home. They are having to trust in Ameri-
ca and rebuild their life,” Paxia said.

Paxia thinks Fort Wayne does a lot of 
good work in helping immigrants and 
refugees but still has room to grow. “If 
we become more welcoming to them, we 
become a more competitive community. 
That leads to more interest in people 
moving here and economic develop-
ment. That has a direct benefit to our 
economy,” she said. Paxia said the faith 
community in the city helps families 
settle in. “The diversity in the faith  

community helps a lot. Faith is often 
key to a lot of people’s culture. It makes 
it more possible for them to feel like 
they belong.” When Paxia moved here, 
she said she was used to walking or 
riding a bike everywhere. The same can 
be said for the Burmese population. 
But Paxia thinks that’s an area where 
the city can improve. “Fort Wayne has a 
lot of pros and cons in how segregated 
we are. There are places people need 
to go in which the distance requires a 
vehicle. This isn’t something refugees 
are used to.”

The vision of Amani is that immigrant 
and refugee families and the community 
work together to create a “secure, vibrant 
and cohesive society”. A sense of belong-
ing is the biggest struggle refugees have, 
Paxia said. So, trying to connect them 
to community programs and events is 
crucial. “The thought ‘is this my home  
or not my home?’ never goes away.  
You miss what you know better or  
miss family members. It’s very similar  
to a grieving process.”

Collaboration is the only way Amani 
can thrive, Paxia said. “Amani is  
safety and inclusion for everybody,  
not just immigrants and refugees.  
It’s in everybody’s interest to know 
what’s going on. We can only be  
successful if we work together. I  
always welcome opportunities to  
educate others on the needs.”

Helping families and  
individuals create community 

Promoting safety, encouraging personal growth, and fostering a spirit of belonging 

For information on Amani Family Services including event details for World Refugee Day, 
visit:  www.amanifamilyservices.org

by Sara Schaefer, Community Development Manager
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            he public library is one of  
            the few public places where  
            you can come in and be you.  
            You aren’t pressured to buy 
anything, sell anything, perform or 
be anything different other than who 
you are. There is no membership 
fee or secret handshake. You are 
instantly part of a bigger whole with 
the freedom to pursue your person-
al interests. As a librarian, my goal 
is to be helpful and interact with a 
welcoming yet neutral You Be You at-
titude. I have always, and even more 
since I became a librarian, consid-
ered the library a safe area. 

My library is in a town of approxi-
mately 6,000 people. Programs are 
planned to focus on the needs of the 
patrons. Maybe the story time ages 
are relaxed to make sure a mother 
with a four-month-old feels included 
or the difficulty of a craft is adjusted 
as more elementary school age kids 
attend. Extra supplies are on hand so 
that a dad, grandmother, and child 
can do the weekly craft together. 
Cooking classes feature the latest 
appliances, and a handcrafter’s 
club welcomes all ages and types of 
projects as a chance to socialize. At 
3 p.m. during the week, my library is 
quiet. There may be a parent with a 
child or two in the picture book area 
picking out books. In the Youth col-
lection, the light sensors have turned 
off the overhead lights for lack of 
motion. But by 3:20 p.m., it is barely 
controlled chaos. On an average day, 
25 to 40 kids from second to twelfth 

grade will show up and stay until 5 or 
6 pm. Some will do homework, most 
will socialize, and a few may even 
participate in a planned program. 
What we learned over time was that 
these kids were hungry. Lunch was 
a long time ago and the majority 
of them come right from school. 
Reaching out to a local food pantry, 
we discussed the issue and how they 
could help. They were flattered to be 
asked and eager to assist. We now 
offer healthy snacks (yogurt, carrots, 
apples, and peanut butter crackers) 
free of charge, to anyone who comes 
up to the desk and asks. 

We have been feeding on average 30 
kids a week. The numbers keep grow-
ing and as a side bonus, discipline 
problems are declining and manners 
are improving. Some say that librar-
ies need to focus on collections as 
there are community centers to take 
care of community needs. That can 
certainly be a valid option. Howev-
er these facilities typically operate 
under membership rules and fees. Li-
braries are not only free, but provide 
a multigenerational atmosphere that 
is welcoming and celebrated. Pro-
grams such as a family movie night 

or summer reading chalk walk en-
courage all ages of involvement. The 
display cases in the adult section are 
frequently used to highlight school 
work. By featuring the sixth graders 
life cycle books created in science 
class, the adults are more aware of 
what is happening in the local school 
system.

Eric Klinenberg’s book Palaces for 
the People highlights the important 
role that libraries play in the social 
infrastructure of towns and cities. 
“Libraries,” Klinenberg says, “are the 
kind of places where ordinary people 
with different backgrounds, passions 
and interests can take part in a living 
democratic culture.” They are com-
mon locations where various people 
from all walks of life can interact and 
learn from one another. Libraries 
are often one of the first places open 
after major storms like Hurricane’s 
Sandy and Harvey and are frequently 
open during lesser storms that just 
cause E-learning days. When I was 
younger, my family moved a great 
deal. With two small children, one 
that had lived in five different states 
before first grade, my mother figured 
out how to learn the area and the 
community. Even before the major-
ity of the boxes were unpacked, she 
would take us to the local library, 
introduce us to the librarians, get 
our library cards and explore the 
programming. She knew the value of 
a community that could be found at 
the public library no matter where we 
landed.

T Come In and  
Be You 

The first Carnegie library opened 

130 years ago in the United 

States. When Andrew Carnegie 

donated money for these  

libraries, he did so with the  

understanding that the library 

would support the surrounding 

community free of charge. He 

wanted libraries to inspire  

people, to be a necessity and not 

a luxury. What he may not have 

anticipated was that libraries 

would, in fact, become a  

community in and of themselves.   

“A library outranks  
   any  other one thing a  
   community can do to        
   benefit its people. It is a  
   never failing spring in  
   the desert.”  
                       ― Andrew Carnegie

[ ] 

by Kristan Donk 
Librarian, Garrett Public Library
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                                  n November of 2016, the political climate  
                                  in the United States had reached a level  
                                  of discourse that left myself and many  
                                  of my friends feeling disconnected and  
                                  emotionally obliterated. Regardless of what  
                                               people believed or how they voted,  
we could all agree that what was happening in our country 
was causing rifts in friendships, marriages, and families in 
a way I had never experienced. This deep feeling of discon-
nection made me realize that, even though I thought I was 
involved in my community, and even though I possessed a 
certain level of empathy, I had a lot to learn.

I live my life around a few principles that have helped shape 
my adulthood. They are usually phrases that I have written 
down, hung on the walls of my home and office, or inked on 
my skin. A few of those words are “Be the change that you 
wish to see in the world,” “The personal is the political,” and 
the “Micro is the macro.” For me, these phrases push me to 
understand my role and responsibility in my relationships 
and in my community. It is my belief that if each of us took 
charge of our own role in our interpersonal relationships 
that the entire world could come together and form real 
bonds based on love, connection, and understanding.

Throughout 2017, I started having hard conversations  
with people in my community that didn’t look like me,  
that didn’t operate in the same circles as me, and had  
completely different life experiences than I did. I made 
friends with transgender people, Muslims, black women, 
Republican men, people that moved here and had no 
friends, angry teenagers, seniors, and all kinds of people  
that we assign labels to. I spent time in southeast Fort 
Wayne, in Warsaw, in Angola, at Dupont, in Wabash,  
and anywhere else I could create real conversation.

What I found is that everyone just wanted to be heard,  
and that through simple conversation, real healing and 
understanding could take place. I realized that I couldn’t 
solve the problems of the world and I certainly wasn’t going 
to change anyone’s mind about what they believed. What 
I could offer was real conversation to the people I met and 
interacted with in my community each day.

Out of this, Conversations at Hickory was born. I decided 
to create six dinners that would stretch out over 2018. I 
would cook a meal from scratch that catered to everyone’s 
dietary needs, people could sign up for one of eight seats, 
and we would come together to discuss one topic. I created 
a website, and pushed the information out on social media. 
I wondered if anyone would even be interested, but what I 
found is that there was a real hunger for human connection. 
The entire year filled up in less than 24 hours with a waiting 
list for cancellations.

In February, we had a gluten-free dinner and talked about 
the effects of grief on our lives. In April, we discussed our 
interpersonal relationships over a chicken dinner. In June, 
we had a vegetarian brunch with mimosas and talked about 
how politics had impacted our lives. In August, we had 
Bloody Marys and discussed God over brunch. In October, 
we had a fresh dinner and talked about being an introvert 
versus being an extrovert. In December, we wrapped up the 
year with a gluten-free dinner and discussed failure versus 
success in our personal lives and careers.

This was a powerful experience for all of us. People showed 
up as strangers and left as friends. We would often spend 
three to four hours at the table and then people would often 
break into one-on-one conversations around the house. 
During those six dinners, we welcomed everyone from age 
22 to age 74. We had a wide variety of people from all kinds 
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of different beliefs, ethnic groups, economic status, and  
relationship or parenting status joining together.

I watched people shedding tears in front of strangers.  
I saw people of completely different backgrounds genuinely 
listening and affirming one another in their views. The  
letters and messages that I received after each dinner from 
participants changed my life. When I looked back on  
everything I accomplished in 2018, Conversations at  
Hickory stood out as one of my proudest moments.

This movement has spurred three others to create their  
own dinner conversations in their homes or organizations. 
To see the conversations continuing after 2018 leaves my 
heart feeling incredibly full. There is something magical 
about sitting at a table and breaking bread with a stranger 
that is willing to let you into their personal space. In a world 
that is often divided while pretending to feel connected 24 
hours a day on social media, Conversations at Hickory was a 
breath of fresh air for so many of us. I had no idea, until I sat 
down at the table, how much I was craving real connection.

The ingredients for creating community is more than a  
dinner table, fresh food, and a little wine. It really comes 
down to the intention of the people that come together  
and their willingness to be vulnerable. That only comes  
with the ability to earn their trust through a listening ear  
and words of affirmation. What I loved about watching these 
conversations unfold is how the conversation never went  
quiet. There was a thread of genuine listening and talking 
that went hand in hand with each brunch or dinner.

In order to earn the trust of our neighbors at large, it often 
comes down to being willing to create a safe space where  
vulnerable conversations can happen. Listening is often 
more important than talking. Communication is a two-way 
street, and I have found that it is more important to be  
heard than to be right.

We cannot look to our politicians, our religious leaders or 
even celebrities to create good communities for us. It is our 
responsibility to find our role in the narrative of who we are 
as a collective whole. Our personal actions impact our  
relationships and our relationships become the fabric for 
who we are as a community. When we see our individual  
role in our community, it is easier to understand what  
we can do to make it better.

To keep breaking it down,  
conversation creates  
connection and connection  
creates community. If you  
add in a genuine love and  
curiosity for what life is like  
for those that we share our  
streets with each day, it’s  
possible to see our city and  
ourselves in a whole new  
light.  I encourage everyone  
to start a dialogue. You might  
just find your answers in the  
voice of a stranger.

I 
Conversations at Hickory:
How your dinner table can transform your community

by Stephen J. Bailey

A brief update on the 10-Point Coalition  
of Fort Wayne UNITED: 

“People are  
Craving  

   Community”
ince October of 2018, a group of trained  

       volunteers and employees have walked the  
Oxford neighborhood a minimum of five  

nights a week. Most of the individuals who are part of 
the effort were a part of the problem, but are now a 

part of the solution. They’re learning the area, meeting 
the residents, and keeping an eye on how they can  
support and strengthen the families who live there. 

They’ve learned a lot, according to Coordinator  
Lewis A. King. “We’ve made a few changes as  

to how we do things,” King says. One of the biggest 
adjustments has been in the way they track the  
conversations and interactions they have with  

residents during their walks. They’ve gone to an 
electronic tracking system so their comments and 
observations, reminders and prayer requests do  

not get lost. They record locations where streetlights 
are out, where houses appear to be abandoned,  
and other issues that impact the neighborhood.  
As their relationships with the neighbors grow,  

King says the conversations become more honest, 
detailed, and helpful to the mission of improving  
the quality of life for those who need it. They’ll  
share concerns and crises with the walkers.  

What do they hear most? “People crave  
community,” King says. “They want to come  

out of their homes and interact with other  
people and enjoy their neighborhood in safety  

and peace. They just crave community.”

S 
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              hrough the giant picture window behind  
              Steve Shine’s desk, the red brick GE campus  
              looms straight up Broadway. He refers to the  
                  Shine & Hardin building, there at the bend  
of Broadway south of downtown, as the “prow of the 
ship,” and it does give one the impression of looking 
out of a ship whose captain has been at the helm for 
many years.

“I was born in this neighborhood and lived here until I 
graduated from law school,” says Shine. “This is home. 
I wanted to remain connected to my community.”

Here, at what Shine calls the “epicenter of seven neigh-
borhoods,” he and his law partner of 20 years, Tom 
Hardin, wanted to create a gathering space for the 
neighborhood, a place where people can come togeth-
er, meet, and just hang out. So, in 1999, they installed  

the landmark fountain just north of their building, 
beginning the refurbishing of the Broadway Corridor.

Shine moves easily to the gold key on his office shelves, 
overflowing with photos of family, friends and the  
famous, and with mementos from his career. He 
points to the tag on the key, commemorating his  
efforts in this redevelopment project from the City  
and Mayor Paul Helmke.

“The plaza has, indeed, become a community  
gathering space for the people who walk by the  
flowers and plants in the summer,” he says proudly.  
“It’s for everyone: kids who like to splash in it,  
parents pushing strollers, patrons of local businesses 
who enjoy the water feature as they have a meal  
and catch up with friends.”

Of course, in the winter months, the fountain site 
becomes the base of a 40-foot high Christmas tree, 

decked out in 40,000 lights and the scene of a huge 
celebration with Santa and Mrs. Claus, reindeer, 
choirs, hot chocolate, egg nog — and now, fireworks 
— anything to share the wonder of the season with 
the families of the neighborhood. “They can walk to 
the festivities, and it’s all about the holiday spirit, not 
about retail: there’s nothing for them to ‘buy’ on the 
night of the tree lighting,” says Shine. “It’s just people, 
smiling, chatting, singing, enjoying it all.”

Clearly, Shine’s view is that building strong neighbor-
hoods isn’t just about the infrastructure you build: 
it’s about building connections among the residents. 
“The working families of this area are the fiber of our 
community,” Shine says. “Anything we can do to show 
them how much we appreciate their lives is something 
we want to do.” Shine says some of the families, like 
the neighborhoods, have seen tough times, and they’ve 
struggled. But it’s these families, hard-working people 
of our community, who are proud of where they live 
and who they are. “I am proud to be part of shining a 

positive light on this neighborhood,” Shine says. “The 
Broadway Tree and the attention it brings add to the 
feeling of belonging,” He says he enjoys seeing fami-
lies using the tree as the background for photographs 
for their holiday cards and pictures. “They’re a part of 
this,” he says. Shine says he receives letters, e-mails 
and phone calls from parents who want to thank the 
event’s sponsors for bringing a wholesome and enjoy-
able bit of holiday celebration to the area.

Shine says there is a real feeling of anticipation hap-
pening in the area, pointing to Quimby Village and the 
Clyde Theatre at one end of Broadway, all the way up 
to the GE Campus at the other end. “There’s a positive 
energy and a synergy you can feel,” Shine says.

“These last five-six years have seen tremendous  
revitalization in this corridor.” He looks out that large 
window, envisioning a future he is helping to shape. 
“This is an exciting place to be in the city,” he says, 
“and it’s just the beginning.”

A Tree Grows on Broadway
by Rebecca Karcher  

Director of Communication & Community EngagementT 

Law partners  
Steve Shine (left)  
and Tom Hardin  

(right)

“The working families of this area  
        are the fiber of our community,”

— Steve Shine, Shine & Hardin



Dan Baisden
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hat does the word “Wunderkammer” even 
mean? Art lover and Fort Wayne native,  
Dan Swartz, bought the building where the 
gallery sits off Fairfield on Friday the 13th 
of February 2012. Because he isn’t really a 
superstitious person, he was ready to turn the 

old corner spot into the true German meaning of the 
word — a wonder chamber; something that blends 
the spaces between different arts. “I looked at prob-
ably 84 buildings before settling on this location. It’s 
always a risk to have a contemporary art center in the 
Midwest, but we are giving it our all,” he said.

The building stages 7,000 square feet of curated exhi-
bitions, educational programs plus performances and 
special events. From the beginning, Swartz said, their 
mission has always been about community because 
the concept is rooted in art. “I think of it in an abstract 
term in that if an artist is alone, someone will likely 
see their work, so there’s a community already.”

Swartz, 33, takes the concept of using an art space to 
channel community to a whole other level. You may 
have been past Wunderkammer Company and seen 
the wall of roses outside or the “don’t give up” mural 
on the side of the building. Inside, of course, the dy-
namic energy is exciting. But there’s even more that 
meets the eye. “What we do is community driven. 
Our mission is literally revising community through 
contemporary art. I am always trying to find art, and 
artists, that can translate to community,” Swartz said.

There are three neighborhoods surrounding Wun-
derkammer: Oakdale, South Wayne and Fairfield. 
Swartz said one easy way they have been trying to be 
involved in these neighborhoods is by having events. 
“We hosted a neighborhood party for the Oakdale 
neighborhood. That helped them mingle with us and 

Community 
Concept  

Rooted in Art
by Sara Schaefer 

Community Development Manager

even meet some of their neigh-
bors, too,” he said.

The gallery also rents out space 
for pop up-shops, helping local 
entrepreneurs, and it hosts 
comedy shows and neighbor-
hood clean-up days. The second 
Sunday of every month Big 
Apple Jazz takes over the space. 
A LGBT teens group meets 
weekly at Wunderkammer for 
discussion. “This is a safe space 
for everyone. You can come 
here and do your thing and feel 
comfortable,” Swartz said. Just 
take a look at some of the events 
on their calendar for the rest of 
April and May:

April 14:  
Panel Discussion:  

Opportunities for Artist in Indiana 
April 20:  

Yarn Bombing (Wayne Knitting  
Mills Park-Nebraska  

Neighborhood) 
April 28:  

Bookbinding and Bullet  
Journaling 
May 23:  

Okay Comedy Presents:  
Krish Mohan’s Politely Angry!  

Opening May 24:  
Set & Setting:  

An Immersive Psych Installation 
May 30:  

Rose’ Garden Party:  
Spring Fundraiser

“Some of what we do people 
say ‘that isn’t art.’ But it is a core 
capacity,” Swartz said. With an 
average of 30,000 visitors an-
nually, it’s hard to say there isn’t 
a community alive and well at 
Wunderkammer Company.

Visit Wunderkammer’s  
Facebook to stay up to  
date on events at:  
www.facebook.com/ 
WunderkammerCompany

                   an Baisden, one of Fort Wayne’s urban planners, says he thinks the role of  
                    community development as a profession is to create spaces everybody loves. 

                         “It’s part of our responsibility to make a community 
                         where people want to live, where both the built and  
                    social environment offer people a place to be themselves,”  
he says. “Those spaces can be plazas, parks, open spaces, trails, neighborhoods:  
any place that people gather.”

Baisden says it’s important for a community to include a variety of people, with  
different backgrounds and different interests.

“Living in community is supposed to expand your understanding of the world around 
you,” he says. “I think it’s important when neighborhoods reach out to include every-
one, like with block parties or clean-up days, so people can get to know one another, 
person-to-person.” Baisden says that’s all it takes, those small, incremental steps, to  
begin to strengthen the sense of “community” — “anything that lets you talk to new 
people, to make a friend,” he says. He points to some of the neighborhood events and 
activities in Fort Wayne, as examples and opportunities. “Maybe your neighborhood 
has an association-wide garage sale on a weekend,” he says. “Plan an after-party in the 
common space. Be intentional about making a time when people can gather and talk.”

Baisden previously served as the manager of Main Street Van Wert, and says he  
appreciates his new position with the City of Fort Wayne, working for a mayor whose 
vision of strengthening neighborhoods includes strengthening downtown. “Just like 
you can’t be a healthy person if your heart is sick, it’s hard for a community to be 
strong if the downtown is neglected,” he says. With all the new employees moving to 
the area, Baisden hopes they take advantage of the opportunities to be involved in 
this community. “I follow a Reddit message board which is showing a ton of sugges-
tions for people when they ask what to do in Fort Wayne,” he says. Show up at the 
Great American Clean Up, he suggests, or stop in to listen to local music or take your 
laptop to one of the coffee shops. “People may not come to you, but if you’re willing  
to take the first step, you’ll find a lot of possibilities.”

Baisden’s advice on deepening your sense of community? Find opportunities to get 
out of your own comfort zone. Widen your horizon; expand your vision. “Just try 
something you haven’t done,” he says, “even if it’s shop at a different grocery store. 
Bike to the YMCA or hop on the trails for a walk. You’ll see different people, and  
that’s how you begin to make friends.”

A Community Starts with 
Making a Friend
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by Rebecca Karcher  
Director of Communication & Community Engagement

D 

Dan Swartz
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           he idea of churches reaching beyond their walls  
           into the community isn’t something new. Bigger  
           cities, like Chicago, have been embarking on this  
           journey for the last decade. In this new role at 
Trinity English, I have attended different workshops 
and lectures on the topic. At the Neighborhood Leader-
ship Academy training, participants saw a lot of exam-
ples from groups opening their doors to their neighbors. 
We learned what went well for them and what they 
learned from situations that didn’t really go as planned. 
Although not all of them were religiously affiliated, it 
sparked ideas for me. All of the examples were in cities 
much larger than ours and some that seemed ahead 
of the game in certain aspects. But I thought, so what? 
Fort Wayne can do this.

My boss mentioned the work done at Bridge of Grace, 
a non-profit ministry out of Many Nations Church, on 
the south side of the city. When I called Pastor Javier 
Mondragon to set up an interview for this article, he told 
me about an event coming up that might be of interest 
to me. On the day we planned to sit down and chat, 
Bridge of Grace was hosting what they call a “Lunch 
and Learn.” Different churches and groups were invited 
to hear about, very fittingly for me, creating community 
through your church/organization. It was perfect timing. 
Probably about ten minutes into their presentation, I 
was taken back to those workshops showing off projects 
in bigger cities. Bridge of Grace could easily be added to 
their stockpile of examples.

Pastor Javier moved here from Arkansas with his wife 
in 2007. Both are pastors and Javier had a deep interest 

in starting a church. “We knew we were both ready,”  
he said. He lived in Mexico when he was younger and 
at the Lunch and Learn, he shared his story of why 
he had so much passion in wanting to open a place of 
worship, but even more — community. According to 
him, when he was about 14 years old, he was already in 
a gang. He admits to the rough past he had. But, during 
this time, Javier would see churchgoers walk by his 
home on their way to Mass. He said they would walk by, 
saying nothing, go into church and then come out and 
walk right by him still without extending even a casual 
‘hello.’ He remembered thinking if maybe someone 
had talked to him, he would have made some different 
choices for himself. He could have used a role model.

“I remember how I felt. I wanted to change this.”  
His experiences as a young teen moved him to want  
to make a difference. He wanted to be part of a  
community where people felt noticed and cared for, 
and even more — involved. So, after hearing about  
an opportunity here from a friend, he and his wife 
pulled out a map to figure out exactly where Fort 
Wayne, Indiana was and they packed their bags.

Many Nations Church is a multicultural church for a 
multicultural community. Pastor Javier said when they 
opened in 2007, they soon felt limited in their resourc-
es (and people) for projects to bring the community 
together. He felt like they needed to try something  
else. So, he started the non-profit Bridge of Grace and 
applied for grant money. Once they were able to get  
going on more projects, volunteers joined in. “People 
enjoy feeling like they are part of something. They like  

to have a hand in what’s important. We have a lot of 
volunteers who don’t even go to church here,” Javier said.

Community Development Coordinator, Réna Bradley, 
brings a knowledge of architectural design to the team 
at Bridge of Grace. “For me, I see how things can be 
mapped out. I enjoy working with our neighborhood to 
do this,” she said. Réna, too, believes people take pride 
in being involved. “The ideas went from something 
being built by the community to something owned by 
our community.”

Before they started, the staff went to the community  
to ask in what they had an interest. Going door to  
door and to the school nearby, Levan Scott Academy, 
they surveyed residents of Mount Vernon Park neigh-
borhood. Pastor Javier says looking back on it, he  
would do it a little differently. They asked what people 
need and want. He said this resulted in focusing on 
negativity. He would have also asked what people  
enjoy about their neighborhood and identified the  
assets already within it. Réna said asking the students 
at the school what they envision was equally important.  
“We asked them to show us what the coolest neighbor-
hood looks like to them. Moving forward, youth  
took control in having ownership of a plan and said 
‘Hey, look, that was my idea’.”

This particular area has had some tough times. Crime 
was common and some people today even still think it’s 
not necessarily a safe area, Javier said. He moved to the 
area when they came here because he was dedicated to 
living in the community he wanted to serve. “My wife 
was a little reluctant at first,” he told me. And after a 
drive-by shooting in 2013 rang out 30 bullets in a nearby 
house, he told his wife he’d understand if she wanted  
to move. “But she said no. She read some scripture  
that reassured her God is watching out for us and we 
are meant to be here.” Over the years, things have im-
proved. They now have four children in their home  
and a lot of the Bridge of Grace staff have joined them 
in moving to the neighborhood, everyone feeling safe.

After the surveys and postcards sent to the nearby 
school asking the kids what they thought their  
neighborhood should look like, Bridge of Grace  
dove into the community hands-on. 

Here is a list of some of what they do:
• Home-safety assessments: The ministry has pur-

chased multiple plots of land and flipped homes
• Adopt a block: Volunteers work to help families  

in the neighborhood beautify their area by cleaning 
around the exterior of homes as well as helping  
them with minor cosmetic projects both inside  
and out of their homes

• Education programs: After-school programs exist  
for kids ranging from 1st grade through high school

• Life skills training: Adult job training and 
working with the business sector to find ways to  
place constituents in job placement helps with  
economic development

• Summer camps

Through years of art projects, trash pick-ups, parties 
and even park development, the neighborhood has 
transformed. “It’s the responsibility of the church to 
love our neighbors and neighborhood. We are guilty  
of helping on Sunday and Wednesday (the day for  
Latin service) and then retreating. It took us five  
years to rebuild the trust.”

The crime rate in Mount Vernon Park is now down 60 
percent from 2013 to 2017. Bridge of Grace employees 
and Pastor Javier say they don’t take full credit for this 
but think it was everyone coming together for change, 
with their determination and passion as the ignition. 
But, above all, they attribute the work to God. “All of 
this is because of God. We would not be here now  
if it wasn’t for him.”

Bridging the Gap Between  
Church and Community

t by Sara Schaefer, Community Development Manager

www.bridgeofgraceCMC.org
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                                                                               The brewery scene in Fort  
                                                                                  Wayne is continuously growing;  
                                                                                   more and more new spots are  
                                                                                    opening up. Hop River Brewing  
                                                                                     Company is one of the most                                                                                    
                                                                                     recent to embark on the Fort  
                                                                                     Wayne social scene. Located at  
                                                                                     1515 North Harrison Street,  
                                                                                     head bartender Amanda Wendt  
                                                                                     thinks the sky is the limit. “After  
                                                                                    our first official year in the  
                                                                                   books, I can’t wait to see what’s  
                                                                                 next,” she said.

                                                                              With a lot of choices for beer  
                                                                            enthusiasts, Wendt doesn’t think  
                                                                         of the variety as competition. “I think 
                                                                      our beer is unique and we offer some- 
                                                                 thing totally different,” she says. “Plus,  
                                                               reviews consistently compliment our  
                                                           super friendly staff. It’s not competition;  
                                                     it’s working together to get the area booming.”  
                                                 Hop River offers an environment not typical of 
                                        a brewery, too. Along with the 20 taps offering local  
                             beers all made in-house, the brewery also hosts a handful  
          of outside groups. Families can enjoy the fun, too, as underage 
visitors are allowed behind the brewhouse area. “It’s cool to see fam-
ilies in a place like this. Because kids grow so fast, we actually see the 
kids of our regulars growing up. And those who don’t necessarily pre-
fer a kid-friendly experience don’t seem to mind them being there.”

Without even knowing about all of the groups that regularly meet  
at Hop River, you can get a sense of community just by the layout. 

by Sara Schaefer 
 
Community  
Development  
Manager

There are 15 long tables that could seat about 20 people, often resulting in conversations with someone new. “It’s fun to sit 
next to strangers and a lot of people even end up playing games with strangers,” Wendt says.

Outside of the popular Trivia nights, the brewery hosts “Crafts and Drafts” where people make art while enjoying a beer, 
or cider. There is a pottery-making class that sells out every time, Wendt says. If art isn’t your scene, you can get involved in 

A local  
brewery offers  
a community- 
centered  
environment

More 
Than 
Beer 

pinball tournaments or play foosball in the 
brewhouse. During warmer months, groups 
get together on the patio for live music and 
bands, and even marshmallow roasting. “We 
aren’t just about serving good beer. Being 
a part of Fort Wayne is important to us,” 
Wendt says. Trinity English has found a spot 
at Hop River, too, with a group called God 
on Tap. They meet monthly to talk about 
life, express questions or doubts, and grow 
together over a classic or new brew.

“Part of our entire goal is to be involved in 
the community, bringing the community  
together over pints of beers,” Wendt says. 
The staff seems to enjoy this mentality as 
well. You see almost the exact same group  
of employees as when they first opened back 
in February of 2018. “That is so rare in this 
industry, for sure. I think they stick around 
because we provide a great work environ-
ment. We’re passionate about the product; 
the bartenders feel like they’re learning.  
The kitchen staff is always busy. We’re a 
team. We’re a family.”

With the busy summer season coming up, 
the team could grow. Staying true to their 
belief in community, everyone is invited 
aboard, whether to join the staff or a group. 
“We’re flexible and we’re all inclusive.  
Everyone is welcome here.”

 
For more information on what all  

goes on at Hop River, go to:  
www.HopRiverBrewing.com/new-events
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