
St. Thomas’s 75th-anniversary
home ready for occupancy

St. Thomas the Apostle Church celebrat-
ed 75 years of service to God and their com-
munity by building a new single-family
home at Lilac Court NE in partnership with
ICCF. They call it the Jubilee House of Faith.

Church members completed the lion’s
share of the work and logged more than
800 volunteer hours on the project. In
addition, the congregation raised $30,000
toward expenses. “It was like the multipli-
cation of the loaves and fishes,” said Chris
Alfaro, project coordinator for the church
and an ICCF board member. “We only had
half the money we needed when we started,
but we stepped out in faith, and the rest of
it came in. It was as if God said, ‘You do
my will, and I’ll bless the work.’”

Alfaro also noted how the building pro-
ject helped to connect church and neigh-
borhood. Two members of the neighbor-
hood association came to the groundbreak-
ing ceremony last October; a local barber
shop kept its doors open for volunteers to
use rest rooms while working on the house;
neighbors donated plants and let the
church use their water until the house was
connected to city water; and sixty people
gathered for the open house in July, includ-
ing many neighbors.

From the beginning of the project,
church members developed a warm rela-

tionship with Fran Little and her three
grandchildren, who will become the owner
and residents of the home through ICCF’s
Lease/Purchase program. Father Jim Chelich
provided lots of encouragement and support

along the way, reported Alfaro. At the open
house Fr. Jim said to Little: “Fran, although
St. Thomas built this house with ICCF, it is
not our house. It is now your house, and
you are a part of this community.”

Two church partnerships completed this summer
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On May 7, Anita Woods and
her three children attended a
house dedication service for
what will become their new
home this fall. The service was
led by members and staff of First
Christian Reformed Church
who, in partnership with ICCF,
renovated the house at 731
Union St. SE, just down the
street from the church. “It was a
very meaningful service,” said
Woods, 32, who signed up for
ICCF programs six years ago.

Anita’s life has not been without chal-
lenges. A job-related injury that developed
complications has put Woods on disability
insurance. Her youngest son, Garry, was

diagnosed with sickle cell disease soon after
his birth. “He’s spent a couple of Christ-
mases and birthdays in the hospital when
he’s had a crisis,” Woods said.

First CRC rehab nearly ready for move-in

continued on page 2

The Woods family: Erica, Anita, Garry, and Eboney
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Since 1992 ICCF has spent more than $9
million in housing construction in an area
bounded by Wealthy and Hall Streets and
Division and Madison Avenues. In just
eight years ICCF has added 60 units of
high-quality rental housing in this area and
45 units of single-family housing for owner
occupancy. On many blocks in this area,
overgrown vacant lots appeared to be the
rule rather than the exception. ICCF is
pleased and grateful to say that vacant lots
are now hard to find.

In the northern part of this area,
between Wealthy and Buckley, Division
and Lafayette, ICCF has had little redevel-
opment opportunity. That soon will
change! Elsewhere in this issue of Blueprints
you can read about ICCF’s sponsorship of a
broad-based community design initiative.
It’s called the Wealthy-Jefferson Commu-
nity Design Initiative. We are grateful for
donations of money and land that will
enable us and others to pursue the creative
redevelopment of this area.

Of course, no one knows exactly what
will result from this community design ini-
tiative. But what is certain is that the resi-
dents and business owners in this area are
coming together for an equal, honest dis-
cussion of their needs and hopes for the
future. The comprehensive plan will likely

include mixed-income housing, green
space, retail, professional offices, and park-
ing. But how much, what type, and the
location of each are to be determined by
this initiative. This initiative excites me, for
this is the stuff a Christian community
development corporation should be all
about—cooperation, renewal, partnership!

The Inner City Christian Federation is a
ministry of restoration. Through Christ’s
love we are restored to wholeness. Because
of Christ’s restorative love we have the
ministry of restoration. That restoration
call applies to the whole of society. In our
concern about the spiritual and physical
well-being of our neighbors, we cannot
avoid attending to unjust social or eco-
nomic conditions.

One such reality in our community is
the increasing segregation of people with
economic ability from those who have less-
er economic ability. The human and social
costs of such a separation are enormous.
Consider just one example. Over the past
decade hundreds of millions of dollars have
been spent on new school buildings in the
school districts fringing our city. At the
same time we see the Grand Rapids Public
School Board anguishing over which
schools to close because of declining enroll-
ment and shrinking resources. I truly

believe this disparity would not exist if our
urban area were not separated according to
wealth or the lack thereof. Most important,
there are substantial reasons to believe that
children do better in school when these dif-
ferences are erased.

ICCF has always focused on the specific
and immediate housing needs of low- and
moderate-income families. We have not
paid much attention to important corollary
issues such as economic diversity, but we
can no longer ignore them. Once again, I
do not know what will result from the
Wealthy-Jefferson Community Design Ini-
tiative. But I am sure that a few years from
now many more families representing con-
siderable economic diversity will be living
in the Wealthy-Jefferson neighborhood and
will have an attractive, walkable communi-
ty with many amenities.

In this column in future issues I plan to
focus on the Wealthy-Jefferson neighbor-
hood initiative several more times. I hope
that by God’s grace and through the
progress and growth this neighborhood
makes we will tell a clear story of God’s
restoration at work in the streets of Grand
Rapids.

—Jonathan Bradford
Executive Director

Designing a restored community

But these obstacles haven’t
prevented her from pressing on
for her children, Erica (12),
Eboney (9), and Garry (6). “I’m
looking forward to having a place
of my own,” she shared. “I want a
steady place for my kids to grow
up in.” She also hopes to set up a
computer-based business in her
home once they settle in.

Paul Witte, project coordina-
tor and member of First CRC,
said that the house project was a
great way for the church to get
out into the neighborhood.
“We’re a close-knit church and
enjoy working together [with neighbors
and ICCF]. It builds community in the
church and strengthens the community
around the church.”

And work they did. Church members of
all ages volunteered many hours gutting
the interior of the structure, pulling off old
siding, insulating, painting, and doing elec-
trical work, landscaping, and cleanup.

Asked about her experience, Woods
commented that if the church and ICCF
hadn’t teamed up, she wouldn’t have been
able to own her own home. “I was even
able to pick out my own carpeting, floor-
ing, and siding,” she said enthusiastically.
She also met with church members who
introduced her to a host of programs at the
church for her children.

Woods (continued from page 1) Erin Ploegstra, a recent Calvin College
graduate, was a “big sister” to Ashley Bet-
tis, 6, for the past two years. Ashley and
her two brothers live with their mother,
Annissa, in an ICCF duplex, and Ashley
attends Campau Elementary School. She
is going to be the flower girl in Erin’s
wedding this November. “Having
contact with a child and watching her
grow up has been a fun and important
part of my education,” said Ploegstra.

Volunteers from First CRC at a Union Street work day.
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Activist Jim Wallis challenges symposium
attendees to “change the direction of the wind”

For too long Jim Wallis has been tired of
“wet-fingered” politicians—elected officials
who put their political fingers to the wind to
see which way public sentiment is blowing
instead of standing for what is just.

“You don’t change the country by
changing one wet-fingered politician for
another,” Wallis told the more than 150
people at a housing symposium held at
New Hope Baptist Church. “You make
change by changing the direction of the
wind.” Wallis proposed that the Christian
community take up the cause of the poor
just as churches advocated for civil rights in
the 1960s. Only then will a movement
begin that politicians and social planners
will have to take seriously.

The symposium was the last of ICCF’s
events to observe its 25th anniversary.
Responding to Wallis’s presentation were
long-time political and religious leaders
from the Grand Rapids community.

Among them was former city commis-
sioner Rev. George Heartwell, now direc-
tor of the Community Leadership Insti-
tute at Aquinas College; Rev. Robert
Dean, a current city commissioner; Kent-
wood Mayor Bill Hardiman; and Sister
Maureen Geary, OP, overseer of social jus-
tice programs for the Catholic Diocese of
Grand Rapids.

Organized around the theme of growing
urban sprawl and economic segregation,
the symposium was designed to raise
awareness of the reality and consequences
of poverty concentration and to ask where
the answers are to be found.

“We hosted this event and invited the
Grand Rapids community, in particular the
faith community, to start asking hard ques-
tions and offering creative solutions as
together we ‘seek the welfare of our city,’”
said ICCF Executive Director Jonathan
Bradford.

At the intersection of
Wealthy Street and Jeffer-
son Avenue on the south-
east side of Grand Rapids
the three political wards of
our city meet. These polit-
ical crossroads are the
meeting place of many
contrasts. Everything from
property values to land
uses to economic vitality
seems separated by these
streets. Hidden behind
these contrasts is a long
history of insufficient
communication among
those who have interests in
the area.

With the help of grants
from the Grand Rapids
Foundation, the Michigan
Capital Fund for Housing
and others, ICCF is sponsoring a broad-
based community design initiative. Since
April a committee representing residents,
businesses, and the institutions of the area
such as the Catholic Diocese, Saint Mary’s
Hospital, and Mary Free Bed Hospital
have been meeting to plan an intense
design activity for the area bounded by
Division and Lafayette Avenues and

Goodrich and Buckley Streets.
Within this area there has been much

transition over the past few years. Several
businesses have closed, many houses have
been demolished, and, unfortunately,
crime has increased. Through it all, how-
ever, there is a deeply dedicated core of
residents who long for improvement and
stability in their neighborhood. The area

also boasts several dedicat-
ed and growing churches,
two elementary schools,
and a high school—as well
as two key health-care
institutions. The stability
of these institutions is
vitally important to the
future of the neighbor-
hood.

The grants that have
been provided to ICCF for
the Wealthy-Jefferson
Community Design Initia-
tive will assist the neigh-
borhood in determining its
new design. Most of the
funds granted for this ini-
tiative would be used to
support the cost of hiring a
nationally recognized
urban in-fill architectural

design consultant. The national Ten-
nessee-based firm of Looney Ricks Kiss
has been retained to serve as the facilitator
of this design initiative.

Stay tuned for further exciting develop-
ments about how ICCF is assisting this
neighborhood to examine its needs, weigh
its assets, and make exciting and daring
plans toward the goal of renewed vitality.

Neighborhood comes together for redesign

Summer volunteer
Lauren Hoffman
had just graduated
from City High and
needed to make
some money for
college. She noticed
an announcement
in her church bul-
letin at Thornapple
Evangelical

Covenant Church for interns in the
church’s Urban Ministry program and
decided to apply. This new and unique
ministry of her church provides scholar-
ships for students who work in inner-
city ministries. Lauren volunteered at
Family Haven until late August,
working with the children at the shelter.
She will be a freshman this fall at North
Park College in Chicago.
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