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A few years ago, Tim Keller, a pastor 
of a church in New York City, wrote 
“Why God Made Cities”. In this  
article, Keller writes that God loves 
cities and that they are more import-
ant in the story of the people of God 
than we usually think. While we like 
the stories of Abraham and Moses 
and Jesus wandering in the desert 
wilderness, the stories of cities are 
written all over the Bible — from the 
city of Babel and its tower in Genesis 
[Genesis 11] to the promise that at the 
end of all things we will all become 
urbanites in the new, heavenly  
Jerusalem [Revelation 21-22].  David 
conquers a city and establishes it  
[Jerusalem] as God’s home; the 
prophets agonize over the city as does 
Jesus, who completes his ministry 
in a city.  St. Paul organizes churches 
in cities.  Yes, you can find all types 
of stories about the countryside and 
rural places but there is no mistak-
ing the idea of the city in the story of 
God’s people. Why all of this concern 
for cities? Well, it would seem obvi-
ous: that’s where the people are!

We are blessed to be living at a mo-
ment when our own city, Fort Wayne, 

is experiencing a renaissance of life 
and culture. All around us we sudden-
ly see the fruits of years of hard work 
and planning, from new restaurants 
and businesses to housing and enter-
tainment opportunities.  Visionaries 
such as Tim Ash and Paul Helmke 
understood the potential of our city 
and have invested in its life.  Our city 
is also blessed with leaders like Pastor 
Donovan Coley and Iric Headley, 
people who I’ve come to know as 
friends, who are reminding us that a 
great city brings along all of its people 
and doesn’t forget the last and least 
among us.

And in all of this, God has seen fit 
to plant Trinity English Lutheran 
Church almost perfectly in the center 
of all of these things.  Suddenly [and 
perhaps a bit unexpectedly!] we find 
ourselves geographically in the center 
of our city’s renaissance.  When the 
fortunes of the center of our city 
declined in years past I believe that 
God left us here for just this moment 
in time.  Our task, our calling, is to 
rediscover ourselves as a spiritual 
heart for our community while our 
city rediscovers itself.

A number of months past Donna and 
Dennis Emley came to me and said 
that they thought I had a bunch of 
things rolling around in my head that 
I wasn’t saying out loud.  They pro-
posed this magazine as a way to get 
some of those things out of my head.  
What you see here is a first attempt 
to do just that. One of the dangers of 
thinking out loud is that when you 
do that not every idea is fully formed 
and every potential outcome has been 
evaluated.  I’m willing to live with that 
because I believe we’re living in a very 
dynamic moment in our life togeth-
er here at Trinity English Lutheran 
Church, in our city of Fort Wayne, 
and the world around us. 

I hope that this magazine is a spark 
that ignites your thinking out loud, 
and together we can dream even  
larger dreams of where God is  
leading each of us, our parish  
church, and our city.

Peace, 

Pastor Gary Erdos

The renaissance  
of a city; the rebirth  
of community
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Tim Ash, CEO of Ash Brokerage in Fort Wayne, recently made a multi-million dollar investment  
in and commitment to downtown Fort Wayne, moving the world headquarters of his company  

into the newly-built Ash Skyline Plaza at Harrison and Berry Streets.  Ash was joined in the  
discussion by Heather Presley-Cowen, Director of the City’s Office of Housing and Neighborhood 

Services and Deputy Director of Community Development; Paul Helmke, a professor of practice 
in Indiana University’s School of Public and Environmental Affairs and head of the Civic Leaders 

program, and a three-term Mayor of Fort Wayne (1988-2000); and The Reverend Dr. Gary  

Erdos, senior pastor since 2012 of Trinity English Lutheran Church in downtown Fort Wayne.
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What is the Role of  

 
in Our Community?

Fort Wayne is experiencing a sort of Renaissance in 
its downtown, with the heart of the city re-emerging as 
a place of destination, not just an area of town to pass 
through to get to someplace else.  As Downtown offers 
more opportunities for people to live, work, play and 
worship, Pastor Erdos is reminded of a comment he 
heard as he moved to town four years ago. The church 
may be Downtown, but “no one lives there,” he was told. 

“But of course people lived there, even then,” Erdos 
says. “I moved into Midtowne Crossing, and there  
were people at Three Rivers Apartments, and always, 
there are those who live unsheltered in this area, on  
the streets, but this is their home, too.”

Since Erdos’s arrival in 2012, Downtown has witnessed 
several new options for renters and homebuyers:  
The Harrison, Randall Lofts and Anthony Wayne  
Condominiums to name a few. Many more develop-
ments are underway and will bring 5,000-7,000 new 
residents Downtown within a few years.

 “The Churches never left,” said Presley-Cowen,  
“the people left.”

“People with a certain sense of themselves left down-
town,” Erdos acknowledged, agreeing that “us” left to 
move to the suburbs. “So now we have to ask, do we 
want to form relationships with those who are here? 
Our neighbors are our natural constituency, even if  
the concept of “neighborhood” changed.”

Presley-Cowen noted that the two biggest populations 
interested in living downtown are the Millennials and 
the Baby Boomers. “These are two generations who 
want to connect. They do it differently, but they both 
want attachment to the community.”

Much has been made of Fort Wayne’s nickname,  
“The City of Churches,” and nowhere is that more  
evident than Downtown, where soaring  steeples  
and shiny crosses pierce the skyline.  Besides being  
the Allen County seat and the centers of local govern-
ment and the criminal justice system, Downtown  
is a neighborhood. More than ever, people are  

 
“People need to connect  

and they are finding  
it harder to do so.”

Heather Presley-Cowen
Director of the City’s Office of Housing  

and Neighborhood Services and Deputy  
Director of Community Development

FAITH
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                 hen I think about the relationship of faith  
communities — churches, synagogues, mosques, and 
temples — and community development, I find two broad 
perspectives at play in my mind.  As a person of faith and 
as a human service professional, I’m frequently reflecting 
on (1) what is the faith experience or directive that prompts 
motivation in developing community, and (2) what distinct 
contributions might religious congregations bring to the 
process of community development?
 
As a Christian cleric, I am called to profess and proclaim  
the two great commandments: “love God” (with all of who 
you are) and “love your neighbor as you love yourself.”   
Jesus links these two great commandments and indicates 
they are essentially one.  Our love of God and our love of  
others must somehow be integrated in the everyday living 
of our lives.  To me, the message of scripture clearly suggests 
that love of neighbor means both to treat others who cross 
our lifepath with kindness and respect, but also to seek 
social and economic justice for those who struggle with 
obstacles, suffer from trauma, or experience individual or 
systemic inequality or discrimination.  It is the love of others, 
the love of our neighbors as an expression of our love of God, 
that motivates and sustains our engagement in community 
and our commitment to community development.
 
Religious congregations, churches, bring distinctive  
advantages to the work of community development.   
The church is in the business of identifying values.   
The church brings such concepts as compassion,  
the dignity of personhood, and the worthiness of the  
“least of these” into the public dialogue of community  
identity.  We remind the city that we are not only a  
geographically defined community of buildings, but  
a community of persons and human experience.

While religious organizations and their leaders have some-
times squandered public trust, they are still presumed to 
be motived by and act upon ideals of equality, justice, and 
fairness that transcend self-interest.  Congregations have 
the ability to use the trust granted to them to bring together 
diverse perspectives, to identify community values and 
goals, and to promote the common good and well-being 
of all.  The church is a unique community resource in its 
ability to give expression to its own values and create a safe 
and healthy context for exploring differences.
 
Religious communities may bring their own resources to 
the work of community development.  The commitment of 
members as volunteers, the sharing of space, the access to di-
verse sources of financial support are just several of the “gifts” 
congregations may have available to the wider community.
 
As long as there is one child left hungry, one family left 
unsheltered, one individual exposed to the elements of 
weather or injustice, the church has unfinished business 
with regard to the command and commitment to “love  
your neighbor.”  In the work of community development, 
in the collaborative addressing of systemic obstacles to 
well-being, religious congregations may find another  
meaningful and powerful means of giving expression to  
the values they proclaim to the world.
 

The Rev. Dr. Terry Anderson, Executive Director
Just Neighbors Interfaith Homeless NetworkW

Love Your Neighbors   
    as You Love Yourself

Just Neighbors serves homeless families by uniting  
faith community volunteers and local agencies in a 

cooperative effort to provide shelter, meals, and  
comprehensive, compassionate and ongoing support.

Just Neighbors Interfaith Homeless Network

2925 East State Boulevard, Fort Wayne, IN 46805
260-458-9772 • IHNFamily.org
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coming back to the heart of the 
city, to live, to work, to play and 
…to worship?

Well, it’s tough to get a handle on 
exactly what percentage of the 
population is showing up Sunday 
morning.  Nationally, although 
83% of about 1,000 Americans 
questioned said they are Christian 
(in a recent ABC News/Beliefnet 
poll), the percentage of a much 
larger (35,000 adults) pool of 
American adults who told the Pew 
Research Center they describe 
themselves as Christian fell nearly 
8 points in 7 years: from 78.4% in 
2007 to 70.6% in 2014. A scholarly 
study places the actual number of 
people attending a religious service 
regularly at closer to 17.7 percent 
— 52 million people instead of the 
pollster-reported 132 million (40 
percent). Apparently, the “halo  

effect” accounts for the discrep-
ancy between what we say we are 
and how we put that into practice 
— we are likely to report more 
“good” behavior than we actually 
demonstrate.  All of this is to say, 
no one disputes the fewer number 
of “fannies in pews” each Sunday, 
as Ash said. The reasons are not 
always clear.

“People don’t trust institutions,” 
said Helmke. “Yet, we are limited 
in what we can do as individuals.” 
So the more people who connect 
to congregations or faith commu-
nities adds to the strength of what 
those groups can achieve. “We 
work through institutions to open 
communication so we can accom-
plish more, do more to address 
homelessness, crime, taxes. Gov-
ernment can work through and 
with the faith community to help 

 
“People don’t  

trust institutions,  
 ...yet, we are  

limited in what  
we can do  

as individuals.”
Paul Helmke

Professor of practice in Indiana  
University’s School of Public  

and Environmental Affairs and  
head of the Civic Leaders program, 

and a three-term  
Mayor of Fort Wayne
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each other out. We did this when I 
was mayor, and even today, it’s an 
asset that helps the community.”

Is there an expectation on the part 
of business leaders that faith lead-
ers will stay behind the scenes  
and out of the way?  Tim Ash  
says, no; in fact just the opposite: 
“I think there could be more  
visibility provided,” he says.   
“I think creating awareness 
around the great things our local 
religious leaders are doing in the 
community would be enlightening 
and potentially eye-opening.  So, 
yes, I do believe local religious 
leaders should be more visible in 
these conversations.”

Creating better relationships 
among the business, faith and 
government sectors would seem 
to be a positive for all involved. 
Building relationships forms the 

foundation of a community. It is 
the basis for community develop-
ment, says Presley-Cowen. She 
sees the need for more connection 
between government and the faith 
community.  “People need to con-
nect and they’re finding it harder 
to do so,” she says.  Churches and 
other religious organizations could 
benefit from stronger linkages 
to government.  “We may have 
resources available that could 
support the good work being done 
if we had better, more open com-
munication between the two.”

Ash sees the opportunity for 
churches and the faith commu-
nity to be more intentional about 
what it is they support. “How 
does the church give back, locally? 
What is its positive impact on our 
community? It’s about relation-
ships, and making a connection,” 

he says. Erdos refers to this as 
creating a “pioneer ministry,” or 
reaching people one at a time, 
with a message that resonates 
with each person.

 In Fort Wayne’s history, the faith 
community has always participat-
ed in community development. It 
has  built and sustained homes, 
hospitals, social service agencies 
and businesses. Today, with 360 
places of worship, according to 
Visit Fort Wayne, it is astounding 
to consider the energy currently 

being harnessed underway in ef-
forts to strengthen our community 
— and how much more it could be 
utilized if communications were 
strengthened. 

The sense of place, of needing to 
be in one physical place to be part 
of a church community, is chang-
ing, according to Helmke.  “I see 
it with my college students. They 
can interact and communicate 

 
“Do we offer  

ourselves as a  
place of welcome 

and respite,  
or do we worry 

about the  
candlesticks?”

The Reverend Doctor Gary Erdos
Senior Pastor, 

Trinity English Lutheran Church
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and get together virtually on 
their phones or tablets, never 
leaving their dorm rooms if they 
want… they want to know what 
they can get ‘there’ that they 
can’t experience staying put. We 
have to find a reason for them to 
walk through the doors.”

Pastor Erdos wonders just who 
may be willing to come through 
the doors as more and more res-
idents move in around Trinity’s 
imposing building.

“When your building was under 
construction,” he said to Ash, 
“I would stand at my window 
and watch the workers leave 
the site about 3:30 every day, to 
walk to their parking lot.  Most 
never gave a glance this way.  I 
wondered what would happen if 
we stuck a sign out front, ‘Open 
for Prayer.’  Who would come 
in?  Not to bring anybody in for 
a sermon or a sales pitch, just 
to offer up the chapel as a place 
of respite or quiet or worship. 
What would that be like?”

Ash has an idea. “With Fort 
Wayne being called ‘The City  
of Churches,’ it would be great 
to retrace the history as to  
why that is, and what the sig-
nificance is to our community. 
Other large cities tend to ‘show 
off ’ their churches by having 
tours and talking points around 
the architecture, the year it  
was build, and the stories that  
go along with it.  I think it  
would have great meaning to  
our citizens and to visitors to 
have tours of the churches of 
Fort Wayne and to make them 
an attraction.”  Yet, Ash goes 
on to say, “But no matter how 
beautiful the buildings are,  
what they do for people is  
even more beautiful.”

                 ommunity development for me, has several different aspects.  
The Church’s role is people development…human, family, health.  
Healthy individuals make healthy families which make healthy neigh-
borhoods and healthy communities.  And in all those things, the church 
should have a role.  From my perspective, what’s happened is that in 
those areas where local government should provide assistance to the 
Church, today, local government is leading.  I think local government has 
had to step in to lead, because the Church community has not stepped 
forward.  The civil rights era saw churches leading a lot of efforts…but 
today, the faith community is divided into silos.  It seems each church is 
so focused on its own people that they have a hard time branching out 
and developing a larger community.

In my work, just talking to millennials, they have the biggest disconnec-
tion to the church that I’ve seen in the sixteen years I’ve been following 
Christ. A few years ago, Kelly Byrd from Blackhawk showed me a study 
that said millennials were far away from the church and felt no connec-
tion…they felt judged, they felt criticized...they felt disenfranchised from 
the church.  I hear from Greater Fort Wayne and other groups that they 
are trying to get millennials to live and work downtown.  If churches 
want to be relevant to those younger people, if they want to be involved in 
downtown, they have to find ways to attract millennials to church.

Churches sometimes think,  “If we want to attract  a certain group, we 
have to compromise our beliefs.” That’s not true.  You just have to find a 
way to relate to them.  It doesn’t mean you compromise: it means you fa-
cilitate discussions and you find out what they like, what they need.  You 
have to figure out how to reach out to the millennials and ask how you 
can truly have a relationship with them.

All churches should have some type of plan on how to create oppor-
tunities to bring people in from downtown.  How you bring people in, 
and this may sound counter-intuitive, is you go to where they are.  If the 
church does not have a role or presence downtown, if you don’t have 
signs and an attitude of ‘we want to meet you where you are,’  
then, in my opinion, it’s just not going to work.

Iric Headley is the director of Fort Wayne United, an umbrella organization for two mayoral initiatives 
supported by Mayor Tom Henry.  Both Cities United and My Brother’s Keeper focus on reducing 
violence among and increasing opportunities for African American men and boys.  Iric’s work, with not 
only the African American community, but other stakeholders and leaders in Fort Wayne, gives him a 
unique perspective on how community challenges will require community answers.

Email: iric.headley@cityoffortwayne.org 

FWCommunityDevelopment.org/FWUnited   #FWUnited   CitiesUnited.org

Meet     
  Them  
Where  
  They AreC
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Perhaps that is the first thing a church can do:  
offer itself to the community, not in the interest  
of building membership or filling pews on Sunday  
morning. Just open its doors and welcome  
whosoever enters.  It might feel radical. 

Pastor Erdos points to London for an example of 
radical experimentation. Parishes throughout London 
traditionally kept their doors locked, and kept people 

at arm’s length (at least during the times when  
no service was underway). The Bishop of London  
observed that this created anxiety, and he demanded 
that the parishes throughout the city keep their  
doors unlocked.  Concerns were raised about the  
historic and valuable artifacts displayed in every  
sanctuary. “Put the candlesticks away,” the Bishop 
said.  And Erdos understands that. “What’s more  
important?  The candlesticks?  Or the people?  Do  
we offer ourselves as a place of welcome and respite,  
or do we worry about the candlesticks?”

The foundational ideas of most faith communities  
are remarkably similar: love the divine, love the  
person next to you; help those who need it.  
Celebrate one another’s joys and join together to  
struggle through grief. Work together for the good  
of everyone. The differences that divide us are  
usually smaller than the truth that joins us together  
as human beings. So look at the person you pass  
on the street: look them in the eye, extend a hand,  
say hello. After all, they are a fellow pilgrim on  
this journey of life.  Share a meal.  Listen.  Our  
community becomes a community when one  
person connects to another, one person at a time.  
This can happen at Starbucks or Forteza, on a  
sidewalk, in an office, a hip restaurant or a  
trendy Downtown high-rise. And yes, it can  
even happen in a pew.  
                                                       — Rebecca LaRue Karcher

 
“I think creating  

awareness around the  
great things our local  

religious leaders are doing  
in the community would  

be enlightening and  
potentially eye-opening. ”

Tim Ash
CEO of Ash Brokerage
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                  hat motivates you to serve 
the poor, oppressed, forgotten and 
society’s misfits?  Can any real, 
long-lasting change come about 
when what you do just doesn’t seem 
big or important enough?  What 
happens when you realize that you 
have your own needs, and you may 
not have enough time or energy to 
take care of someone else?  Lastly, 
can you recall a time, when no one 
helped you, but somehow, you were 
able to overcome the issues or  
challenges that you faced?

I have wrestled with all of these 
questions at some point in my  

journey as a Christ follower.   
I have even struggled more so with 
the question of: Am I making a  
difference, over and over again.

We have a tendency to measure 
success and accomplishments by 
the general societal standards.  
Within that context, we tend to see 
things and people as commodities.  
We often want to see immediate 
change, or a rate of return that says 
my investment has paid off.

I have worked with many philan-
thropists, social engineers, and 
other practitioners, who believe 
(by their actions) that their involve-
ment in the lives of people, hurting 
people, should yield a good success-
ful return since their professional or 
spiritual credibility is at stake.  We 

(and I must include myself)  
have a tendency to serve  
with a subtle belief that we  
can make the difference  
based on our experience,  
expertise, exceptional gifts,  
personalities, and the  
quality, and often the  
quantity of our resources.

So, how do we serve people  
without adhering to the  
societal dictates and norms?

First, we must see and embrace  
value in the person to be served.  
The best way to do this is to see  
value in yourself, and then to  

validate the other person as being 
created in the Imago Dei (the  
image of God) just as you were.

Secondly, we must serve the per-
son the way Christ did.  Jesus 
never served anyone with the goal 
of elevating His own sense of self 
or self-importance.  He actually 
washed His Disciples’ feet.

Finally, we must stay the course, 
knowing that time may be need-
ed for the person to be healed or 
restored, and that God may want 
you to take the time to learn more 
about yourself, and the true value 
that you are and possess.

May I invite you to see, and serve, 
but most importantly, stay the 
course, because in the end, you 
may be seeing and serving…God.

For those who are hungry:

Life House offers free meals  
to the public at 7 a.m.,  

12 p.m. and 5 p.m. daily. 
All who are in need are welcome.

If an individual is homeless  

and needs shelter,  

the Rescue Mission has  

three ministries:

Life House  

Immediate, emergency shelter  
for men in a homeless crisis.  

Maximum length of stay is 30 days.

Restoration House 

Short- and Long-term housing  
for men in a homeless crisis.

Charis House  

Short- and Long-term housing  
for women and children 

 in a homeless crisis.

How Do We  
 See and Serve?

The Rev. Donovan A. Coley, Sr., MA
CEO/Senior Pastor
The Rescue Mission

The Rescue Mission

301 W. Superior St.
Fort Wayne, IN 46802

 

260-426-7357

TheRescueMission.net

W
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While no one has a crystal ball,  
the future of Trinity English (and 
other downtown churches) does seem 
inextricably linked to the accelerated 
growth in downtown Fort Wayne.  
Thousands of new people will be 
living a stone’s throw from the church 
building: thousands of new potential 
partners in the opportunities Trinity 
English will take on over the next 
several years. 

Trinity is asking itself some hard 
questions.  How does the future look?  
How do we engage with these new 
neighbors?  How can we better serve 
the neighbors who are already here?  
What does it mean to be relevant to 
our community so that we are iden-
tified with God’s love as expressed to 
others?

To begin to answer those big ques-
tions, Trinity English decided to 
be more intentional about commu-
nications and community engage-
ment. What are we saying and who 
is listening? How can we build and 
sustain meaningful relationships with 
individuals, organizations and other 
congregations?  Communicating 
always seems like a simple process: 
someone talks, someone listens.  But 
the actual practice is fraught with pit-
falls: are we using common language?  
Is our priority even on their radar?  

TRINITY ENGLISH ASKS...  

“How are the changes downtown  
  changing us as a community of faith?”

“The growing downtown is an opportunity for Trinity 
English for more outreach to new neighbors and to 
be a beacon for people downtown...to be a part of a 
community rather than a destination. I’m sure that 
means challenges as things change. We need to stay 
adaptive as people and try new things. But our church 
is built on change — even in the way the  
church was formed — we as people are  
built on change.”   — Christine

“When we think about changing the world, we sometimes think big 
and dramatic, but in many ways it’s about sending people out two by 
two, and the exponential growth when we touch one heart at a time.

Some may see the church’s role as a social beacon  
     and as a resource, but it’s shrunk, and some may  
           not consider us. People are looking for different  
             kinds of connections.  People are receptive in 
           different ways. That requires us to be open and  
         receptive. The world still needs us.”   — Bill 

“There are so many exciting things downtown — and  
some people haven’t even seen them. We have a  
responsibility to these downtown neighbors, and Trinity 
English could definitely step in.  As a member of church 
council, I’ve learned about some outreach I didn’t know 
about as just a member. We do some amazing things and 
can really change lives. I love that we are doing a broader 
focus just not on homelessness, but including all of the 
factors that lead to homelessness — what contributes 
and how a faith-based community can really help. We 
need to reach more people. When I come to a service, 
I get one thing out of participating in that, but there are 
other ways we can really grow our faith if we know and 
then act — people need to know!”   — Jenny

“As more people are moving downtown, people with younger families, 
what can we do to attract people to OUR church — and let them know 
we are within walking distance of their houses?  Maybe an event that 
focuses on community and multi-generations because diverse people 
are enjoying similar lifestyles downtown. 
    As cityscapes are being built and neighborhoods are coming back, 
now you see so many people on the streets. Every weekend there’s 
a festival. Having an event at the church or other churches during a 
festival and saying something like ‘you’re already downtown, stop  
by. You don’t have to stay, you don’t have to come back this week. 
You’re already out with your friends, just check us out,’ people may 
walk by and stop in because they’re in that mood.”   — Mason
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Are we using the tools our audience 
uses to find information?  Where do 
people go for religious answers, and 
what are they looking for when they 
arrive?  Communication has changed a 
lot, and technology is certainly one big 
reason. The sheer number and force of 
messages bombarding each of us at any 
given time is mind-boggling. How to 
make sense of it, and how to find any-
thing meaningful is a daily challenge.

Trinity English now has a team of 
professionals dedicated to communi-
cating and engaging with its congre-
gation, neighbors and the community 
at large. Rebecca Karcher, as Director 
of Communications and Community 
Engagement, is working to identify 
opportunities to start important con-
versations about the church, the faith 
community and how to connect with 
the hearts and minds of anyone will-
ing to work with Trinity to strengthen 
and sustain the community.

Janet Altmeyer has taken the title of 
Director of City Ministry. Janet helps 
to connect individuals with needs to 
resources — far from just a “hand out” 
to meet a temporary need, Janet works 
with community ministry partners 
to find real strategies to help address 
the root causes of someone’s current 
challenges. She has made inroads with 
other organizations in the community, 

and continues to identify unmet needs 
and ways Trinity can be part of a cata-
lyst in finding sustainable solutions.

Makayla Tedder is the newly-hired 
Communications Assistant at Trinity 
English. Makayla graduated from 
Blackhawk Christian High School in 
Fort Wayne and from Lee University 
in Cleveland, Tennessee. She is  
excited to use her artistic skills to  
help further Trinity’s outreach and 
connection to the community. 

Rebecca Karcher will work with both 
Janet and Makayla to deepen and 
broaden Trinity’s engagement within 
the community. She is committed to 
finding opportunities for members 
and staff to come alongside neighbors 
from all backgrounds to help the com-
munity get to know Trinity English as 
a fellow worker in the world on behalf 
of Jesus Christ. 

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT  

Poised to Engage

“It makes it a lot more important to think about how to  
      make this place for all types of people, with a wide  
       array of activities and events. It’s important to be  
      willing to welcome everyone and then teach them  
   Jesus together. I’m in my early 20s and I’m looking for 
things that make it really visible that we are looking for 
ALL types of people. I’ve  been here since I’ve been born, 
and there’s been so much change — and it’s all been 
good. We’ve been able to change and keep people here 
and wanting to come. I’ve noticed some simple, slight 
changes — we try a different thing and see how it  
goes — and if that doesn’t work, try something else.  
The congregation is becoming more accepting of  
little changes. There’s no right or wrong. We sort of  
have to experiment.”   — Matt

“Maybe building community now means 
something different. A lot of the people who 
are coming downtown want to be with people 
like themselves. We go to church because of 
our faith, but we also go to church because 
we like the people around us. If my friend 
went here, I’d be more apt to walk in the  
door and check it out. Someplace where  
people can just come in — ‘Let’s have a  
cup of coffee; let’s meet at Trinity English.’ 
You have to take a step and who knows 
where that step will go? I know what I enjoy. It 
doesn’t have to start big.”   — Lois
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As Trinity English’s downtown neighborhood continues  
to evolve and develop, several urban challenges are  
more visible. Probably one of the most apparent urban  
challenges in downtown Fort Wayne is homelessness.  
Many citizens and even the media have questions about 
the actual extent of the population living without shelter. 
The Fort Wayne Area Planning Council on Homelessness 
recently offered an overview of what is known about  
our homeless neighbors.

Until recently, the scope of the problem was a little  
hard to measure. Much of the quantitative information 
about homelessness is captured in a database the state  
oversees. The homeless management information  
system (HMIS) tracks data about who is being sheltered  
in facilities and programs that the state helps to  
support through its funding. 

HMIS reports 1,477 individuals were served in Fort Wayne 
in the facilities and programs receiving state or federal 
funds last year.

The numbers, however, don’t tell the whole story.  For one 
thing, in Fort Wayne, there is a capacity issue: most of the 
emergency shelters are filled to capacity nearly all the time, 
meaning it’s hard for those in need to get into a shelter 
in the first place.   Some populations, like single women, 
have no option for emergency shelter, at any time.  In Fort 
Wayne, there is not an option for a single woman (a wom-
an without a child or an addiction) to access emergency 
shelter if she finds herself without shelter.  The same is true 
for couples without children and for anyone under 18 who 
is not accompanied by an adult. Further, the HMIS data 
only shows part of the story — about half, as it turns out.  

Homeless  
in the  
City of 
Churches 
 
by Rebecca LaRue Karcher
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The Rescue Mission is the largest provider of services to  
the homeless and since it does not accept public funding, 
its data is not included in the state’s HMIS system. 

Let’s look at the summary and breakdown:

> 360,000 — Fort Wayne/Allen County population 
> 2,854 — Total combined Fort Wayne individuals served 
               1,477 — HMIS tracking of those served 
                   1,377 — Rescue Mission tracking of those served

The last two numbers combined equal 2,854, which is  
right in line with many experts’ estimates that, in any  
community, about 1% of the population is homeless  
at any given time.  

The main group not yet included in this estimate is what 
some call the “precariously housed.” These are people  
who are staying in a house — just not in their own home.  
This is called “doubled up” or “couch surfing.”  This is a 
challenging number to count accurately, since it requires 
people to self-identify their situation.  

Fort Wayne Community Schools reported serving 791  
students last year who fit the criteria for the schools’ home-
less assistance. The assistance was given to students in 
every single one of the district’s 50 buildings, and in every 
grade level pre-K-12. Experts say the best thing that can 
happen to a child whose family is in the throes of a housing 
crisis is to keep their school experience stable.  So FWCS 
provides transportation to families who have been dis-
placed by homelessness, regardless of where they end up:  

a bus will pick up the student from a shelter or hotel and  
transport them to the same school they’ve been attending 
to keep the consistency and stability intact for at least  
the school portion of their lives.

The Fort Wayne Area Planning Council on Homelessness 
works to identify where gaps in the system exist and how 
the community can work collaboratively to address and 
reduce the challenge of homelessness.  The City of Fort 
Wayne and the United Way have co-chaired the Planning 
Council for the last several years.  United Way’s 2-1-1  
system is the front door into resources and should be the 
first call anyone makes when they have a housing crisis.  
Last year, 2-1-1 collected data from more than 1,500 callers 
who identified themselves as homeless. The actual data 
on the chart doesn’t add up to 1,530 callers because some 
callers reported two or more challenges to finding stable, 
affordable housing.

Homelessness will continue to be a challenge in our  
community until more resources are identified to address 
the multiple needs of the various populations facing this 
condition.  Homelessness is a condition, a situation: it  
is not a human being.  Homeless people are just like  
anyone else, except they don’t currently have a roof over 
their heads. The faith community has the opportunity  
to help meet some of the needs, and to be a part of the  
conversation about how to be a good neighbor, even  
to those neighbors who currently live away from their  
own homes. 

2-1-1 is a simple way to connect to food, shelter and housing assistance.

The complete report: “Report to the Community: The State of Homelessness in Fort Wayne”, is available online at TrinityEnglish.org. 

More information on the Fort Wayne Area Planning Council on Homelessness can be found here: 
http://fwcommunitydevelopment.org/housing/homelessness-resources/fort-wayne-area-planning-council-on-homelessness
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