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in the face of rising poverty, one way churches can have a strategic impact 
on their communities is by strengthening and supporting families. 

as financial stress is a main contributor to family instability and marital 
dissolution,1 addressing the practical needs of families in crisis reinforces 
relational bonds and contributes to the healthy development of children. 
Ministries become even more meaningful when churches go beyond aid to 
offer friendship – when a struggling family makes a lasting connection with 
someone with a personal interest in helping them reach for “a future with 
hope” (Jeremiah 29:11). these three examples of church-based family min-
istries come from the “stories of hope” in the Salt & light Guidebook, 
a resource manual for Christians in the Knoxville, tn, area who take seri-
ously the mandate to “seek the welfare of the city” (Jeremiah 29:7).2  

faMilY ProMiSE: 

HoSPitalitY for tHE HoMElESS

amy davis
 Homeless shelters typically conjure up images of institutional-sized 
rooms, rows of cots, and cafeteria-style meals. Knoxville has a few of these 
places, and hundreds of men, women, and children gratefully receive 
their services every night. But family Promise of Knoxville (www.fami-
lypromiseknoxville.org) is thinking in smaller numbers. it purposefully 
keeps its case load low – only four families – so that they can offer guests 
the personal attention they so critically need.
 family Promise is part of the national interfaith Hospitality network 
(iHn) model, which organizes church-based temporary housing, meals, 
and assistance for homeless individuals and families. the Knoxville net-
work of 12 host congregations and 17 supporting congregations shares 

fa
it

H
in

 a
C

t
io

n

Stories of hope for families

H
ei

di
 U

nr
uh

d
ire

ct
or

 o
f t

he
 C

on
gr

eg
at

io
ns

, 
Co

m
m

un
ity

 o
ut

re
ac

h 
an

d 
le

ad
er

-
sh

ip
 d

ev
el

op
m

en
t P

ro
je

ct
 

Excerpted from the Salt 
& light Guidebook 

(forthcoming 2009) with 
permission from the  

Compassion Coalition.
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the responsibility for caring for the families and 
providing volunteers, as well as managing meals 
and shelter.
 what makes family Promise uniquely effec-
tive is that it brings together a circle of existing 
church resources to do what individual churches 
or volunteers alone could not do. Some churches 
in the network set up temporary bedrooms in 
their building; others bring food; others supply 
people to stay overnight with the residents. Ex-
ecutive director Joyce Shoudy says, “Everyone, 
anyone, can do just one little piece.” 
 a key to the program’s success is how volun-
teers serve ass the welcoming front door for the 
families, who typically stay in the network for up 
to three months as they save up for more perma-
nent housing. Joyce helps families prioritize their 
most pressing needs—employ-
ment, housing, day care, health 
services—and walks with them 
on the path to self-sufficiency.
 But overcoming homeless-
ness is not just about finding 
a place to live. often it is also 
about overcoming the personal 
challenges of low self-esteem and 
lack of hope. Volunteers not only 
provide tangible assistance; they 
offer a listening ear, cheer lead-
ing, and prayer. they encourage 
and guide participants through 
the maze-like world of social ser-
vices. 
 one notable success is fam-
ily Promise’s own van driver, Mike, who gradu-
ated from the program in november 2006. once 
a long distance trucker, he’s now a single dad 
raising his 18-year-old daughter, Kylie. Kylie has 
been disabled since a stroke at age 3, and she 
cannot be left alone because of recurrent sei-
zures. But despite these difficulties, this family 
of two is giving back. Mike drives the van each 
morning, picking up guests at the host facility 
and taking them to the day center, and Kylie is 
his copilot. Because both Mike and Kylie have 
“been there,” they can serve as mentors, advo-
cates, and guides for the families who ride along 
with them daily.

 “we must think in terms of impact on a 
community, not raw numbers,” says Shoudy. 
through family Promise, many different con-
gregations are working together to make a deep 
impact. the lives they touch may be only a drop 
in Knoxville’s homeless population, but they are 
forever changed. 

HEalinG HEartS: a nEw CHUrCH 

faMilY, a nEw fUtUrE

robert finley 
 Ulana and her little son share an apartment 
in Knoxville. She has a good job and money in 
the bank, and her main goal is providing a bet-
ter life for her son. Her future might not look so 
hopeful, had it not been for Healing Hearts. 
 originally from the Seattle area, Ulana be-

came homeless when she moved 
east to Pennsylvania. “a family 
at a church there took me in. i 
wasn’t married, and when i got 
pregnant, my church shunned 
me.”
 a man at a different church 
put Ulana in touch with Veta 
Sprinkle, member of farragut 
Church of Christ in Knoxville. 
Veta told her, “we’ve got a min-
istry called Healing Hearts. the 
ministry has an apartment, and 
you can come stay there.” So 
Ulana got on a bus to Knoxville. 
toni Garland met Ulana at the 
bus station – Ulana’s introduc-

tion to what would become her new family. 
 when Ulana’s son aaron was born, toni 
Garland was her doula. “this church opened its 
heart to us,” Ulana reflects. “they helped with 
the baby, rocked him to sleep. they helped us 
to get furniture, diapers, and wipes. they want 
to see single moms succeed.” 
 at first, Ulana shared the three-bedroom 
apartment with other single moms, who became 
close friends. People in Ulana’s church family 
helped her find a job in sales and customer ser-
vice, paying much better than minimum wage. 
Ulana opened a savings account for the first 
time. the church also helped her and aaron get 
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into an income-based 
subsidized apartment, 
meaning Ulana’s rent 
will not rise above a 
certain percentage 
of her income. they 
helped her find low-
cost health insurance 
and access to govern-
ment services.
 this support 
allows Ulana to fo-
cus on being a good 
mom. “it’s hard being 
a single parent, but 
you can’t give up. it’s 
about aaron, about 
being a family. He 
motivates me to get 
up out of bed and go 
to work. i want to be 
a positive influence 
on him. i want him 
to see me keep going, 
not quitting on him.”
 toni has become a second mom to Ulana, 
godmother to aaron. if you look for Ulana and 
aaron on Christmas and thanksgiving, you’ll 
find them at toni’s. “My church is welcoming, 
with constant support, constant prayer. it became 
home very quickly. this family, this church, has 
molded my life.”

MiniStErinG to tHE 

woMan at tHE wEll 
nancy wahler 
 the police left the hospital room. Kim 
Jaggers choked back tears while watching her 
youngest son’s chest rise and fall. He’d been 
struggling to survive since his premature birth a 
year ago, and now his father was gone. Someone 
brought her other son to her. Her mind was fuzzy 
from a sedative when he looked into her eyes and 
asked, “where’s daddy?” 
  the world seemed to stop. How could she 
explain suicide to a three-year-old? 
  She told him simply, “daddy is dead.”
  Pulling his little body to her as he sobbed, 

she prayed and ached 
for the strong arms 
that were supposed 
to wrap around her. 
instead, God used her 
church, first Baptist 
Concord in Knoxville, 
to wrap them in love. 
diapers appeared on 
her doorstep, cloth-
ing was donated, cards 
with just the right scrip-
ture arrived when she 
needed them. the 
church even finished 
her half-built home.
  through the tur-
bulence of tragedy, 
Kim found an anchor 
in the Goid who is “a 
father to the father-
less” (Psalm 68:5). 
But for many single 
mothers Jesus’ love 
is a message that gets 

lost in piles of laundry and mounting debts. it’s 
hard to conceptualize a loving heavenly father 
when all the men in your life have abused and 
abandoned you. Kim eventually remarried and 
regained stability, but she felt the call to use her 
experiences to serve others with similar stories of 
pain and loneliness. She launched an outreach 
to single moms at her church called the well 
(www.fbconcord.org/thewell). 
 on friday nights once a month, a diverse 
group of single mothers gathers for a meal, fel-
lowship, and spiritual nourishment. while vol-
unteers lead the children in an activity, Kim 
leads the women in Bible study and discussion. 
“the well is important to me because everyone 
in that room understands what i go through on a 
daily basis of trying to be both mother and father 
to my daughter,” affirms one participant. “if i am 
struggling with something, chances are someone 
has already gone through the same thing.”
 Kim helps women discover how Scripture 
serves as a practical guide to life. the focus is 
not on what has gone wrong before, but on how      

 

 

at the well, a program for single mothers.
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single moms can daily put God at the center of 
their household and receive strength and en-
couragement to overcome personal challenges.  
 the well also offers financial and personal 
counseling as well as car care. regardless of 
whether they are church attenders, participants 
have a church safety net when they need it. 
 one participant describes how coming to 
the well “refreshes her spirit,” true to its meta-
phorical name. “Before coming to the well,” 
says another mom, “my heart had been ripped 
out and stomped on. now i know, no matter 
what, God is with us.”
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Biblical reference: 
 isaiah 58:1, 6-7
Personal application:
 it was my junior year of high school. 
we were on our big class trip to wash-
ington, dC, to tour museums and visit 
important historic sites. one stop was at 
the United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum. it was a cold morning, and we 
had waited for hours to enter the museum, 
but that cold was nothing compared to the 
chills i experienced in seeing the true hor-
ror of the Holocaust. 
 there are so many images and words 
from that day that are imprinted on my 
heart, such as these words from Pastor Mar-
tin niemoller:

first, they came for the socialists, and i did 
not speak out because i was not a socialist. 
then they came for the trade unionists, 
and i did not speak out because i was not 
a trade unionist. then they came for the 
Jews, and i did not speak out because i 
was not a Jew. then they came for me, 
and there was no one left to speak for me.

 although i did not know yet about 
“advocacy,” this is when i first realized 
the importance of speaking up for others. 
Pastor niemoller’s words helped me see 
that sometimes another person or group of 
people need someone to stand up and fight 

for them. it’s easy to say to myself, “it’s 
none of my business,” but the truth is that 
it sometimes takes a person from outside 
the situation to raise awareness. it takes 
someone outside the situation to speak up 
for those who are suffering because their 
voices are being ignored.
Prayer:

lord, help us to speak and act with 
wisdom, to be a voice for those whose voice 
is not heard, to stand up for those who are 
oppressed, to defend the rights of the poor 
and the hurting. Help us to be open-handed 

rather than tight-fisted and to embrace 
those around us with the same love with 

which you welcome us.
(adapted from Proverbs 31:8-9, 20)

— by Sam oakley, MSw 2007/Mdiv 2008, 
associate director for the Center for family 

and Community Ministries

food for the Journey:  a resource for your church

Food for the Journey is one of 
several free resources available in 

the Walking Alongside 
curriculum prepared by the  

Center for Family and Community 
Ministries. Find more at:
www.baylor.edu/cfcm


