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Community Organizing: Love, Justice, and Saving Homes
Trey Hammond, Community Development, PHP

Christmas celebrates the intersection of 
love and home and God’s intentions. There 
is a deep longing to be home at Christmas, 
close to loved ones. Without a home, most 
of us feel a little lost.

A tragic consequence of the Great Recession 
in 2008 has been the large number of people 
losing their homes. Some 1.2 million homes 
will be foreclosed upon in 2011 and more 
than 5 million homeowners are at least 
two months behind on mortgages. The 
housing bubble and unscrupulous credit 
practices resulted in many homeowners 
getting upside down in debt. Renters in 
foreclosed properties are also being evicted, 
not for rent delinquency, but because the 
lender wanted to quick sale the property. 
Comprehensive foreclosure policy stalled 
in Congress and a national program of relief 
never fully materialized.

“Love begins by taking care of 
the closest ones – the ones at 
home.” –Mother Teresa

The Merrimack Valley Project (MVP), 
a congregation-based community 
organization in Lawrence, MA, initiated a 
campaign around foreclosures and eviction 
prevention. MVP started in 1989 and now 
has 25 congregations involved. They found 
that approximately 70% of those living in 
Lawrence are renters and many in their 
congregations were being evicted from 
properties they had lived in for years. For 
instance, Norma and her husband and two 
children had lived in a three family home 
for over three years, always paying their rent 
on time. Her husband is wheelchair bound 
and needs the ramp the landlord added to 
get to dialysis treatments. When the bank 

foreclosed, not only was the owner facing 
eviction, but tenants like Norma were too.

MVP worked with tenant and housing 
organizations to get the Massachusetts 
legislature to pass a foreclosure law that 
safeguarded tenants with “just cause 
eviction” protection. The lender could 
not evict a good tenant simply because the 
property had been foreclosed upon. This 
law allowed Norma’s family to remain in 
their property. 

“To the place where God was 
homeless and all people are  
at home.”  
− Christmas Poem, G. K. Chesterton

In support of parishioners feeling stress and 
isolation, clergy and members from many of 
MVP’s congregations held vigils in homes 
facing foreclosure. Twenty people gathered 
to pray with Juan whose mortgage was in 

jeopardy. Lisa Vinikoor, MVP’s organizer, 
said, “He found strength in the gathered 
community to persevere in his fight for a 
loan modification. It took six months, but 
he saved his home.”

Along with the eviction prevention 
legislation, MVP worked to make loan 
modifications easier. They collaborated 
with a non-profit bank, Boston 
Community Capital, to offer new loans at 
current housing values to homeowners who 
had been foreclosed upon. For example, a 
man had purchased a home at the height 
of the housing market and had a $330,000 
mortgage. The home is now worth only 
$140,000. The lender foreclosed, evicted 
the owner, and was planning to sell the 
property to an investor at market price, 
absorbing the loss.  Instead, the non-profit 
bank purchased the home and sold it back 
to the original owner for the current value. 
Everyone benefited, as the lender 

Clergy and lay leaders hold signs of protest outside the 
church towards the end of the rally that MVP had to call 
on Wells Fargo to stop the foreclosure and eviction of 
one of a member.

MVP
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disposed of a distressed property, the 
non-profit preserved housing, and the 
homeowner, whose credit was damaged, 
was still able to own a home.

The Presbyterian Hunger Program 
ensures that a portion of the One Great 
Hour of Sharing offering is set aside for 
congregation-based community organizing. 
Dozens of community organizations 
around the country, like MVP, are 
working on public policy for building and 

preserving affordable housing and helping 
people keep their homes. This is not only 
deeply personal, as families find support 
and advocacy, but also systemic, as laws 
and financial systems are addressed. At 
Christmas, when God became homeless, 
it was so humanity could find a home. For 
these families, whose foreclosure has been 
stayed, this Christmas will be a time where 
the intersection of love, home, and God’s 
justice will be joyously celebrated. 

Community Organizing , continued from page 7

Ecovillages, continued from page 3

for a Haiti in which Haitian farmers are 
feeding their people instead of producing 
crops for bio-fuels or export. You must 
be willing to use hand-made tools and 
traditional knowledge in the building of 
homes and farming of fields. If you are 
willing to do all that and to live in simple 
housing and eat Haitian food, then this 
could be an invitation for you to meet 
Haitians who will rock your world. PHP is 
not sponsoring trips but we are connecting 
Presbyterians and others to MPP and 
mission co-workers in Haiti who can 

facilitate this kind of short-term mission 
experience.  

That said, I warn you that Isaiah’s words 
talk of a world in which there is real justice. 
Is it pie in the sky or is it possible?  If it is 
possible, God has chosen to work through 
each of us to bring about this kind of world.  

 These houses are part of an Eco-Village in Haiti’s Central 
Plateau .  MPP’s vision is to build housing that is mindful 
of the environment while providing a place that gardens 
and fields will grow enough food to feed families and 
provide livelihoods.

 Valery Nodem

Food Movements Unite!

New! PHP’s “Food Movements Unite! 
Companion Bible Study” accompanies Food 
Movements Unite! a new book, from Food 
First, that is full of strategies to transform our 
food systems. Discussion questions arranged 
by the themes of head, heart, hands, biblical 
and transformational provide the basis for 
adult book study groups to do four- or six-
week studies. Please visit www.pcusa.org/
food for more information.

Campaign for Fair Food

Follow the Campaign for Fair Food’s 
engagement of grocery stores and learn 
the latest about the implementation of the 
Coalition of Immokalee Workers’ fair food 
agreements, visit www.pcusa.org/fairfood.

 » Engage

The CIW has trained over 20,000 workers and 
crew-leaders in their new rights under the fair 
food agreements.

Greg Asbed
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