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foundation
Faith in the

GREENVILLE, S.C. – For years, Betty Todd was forced to pay rising rents on homes burdened with repair issues and a

landlord who refused to do them. h What gave her hope was an announcement by her pastor, the Rev. Steve Watson, that

New Jerusalem Baptist Church in Greer was going to build affordable homes in the community. h Todd stayed in a “no

good” house on Sunnyside Drive and waited. She also prayed. h In June 2020, her prayer was answered. She became a

tenant in a three-bedroom new home built by New Jerusalem Baptist.

“Not only is it beautiful, it’s something
that us older people on Social Security can
afford,” said Todd, who is single and cares for
an elderly woman.

“I go to bed happy, and I get up happy,
thanking the Lord for my house,” Todd said.

Many others may feel inclined to do like-
wise as more churches – local and nation-
wide – join the effort to fill gaps in the afford-
able housing crisis.

New Jerusalem church started the journey
20 years ago. They’ve completed four houses
in Greer’s Sunnyside community and are
scheduled to build 16 to 18 more.

“A lot of people can’t afford the regular rent
rates in that area in the community,” Watson
said. “I feel that the Lord has ordained that
we go out and try to fill in the gap, meet the
need.”

North Hills Church in Taylors is partnering
with Homes of Hope to build an 18-lot sub-
division on six acres it owns, across from its
Edwards Road campus.

The burden to help meet the affordable
housing need is partly to make a difference in
terms of both racial and economic justice. Al-
lan Sherer, chair of North Hills’ Elder Board,
sees the church’s undertaking as an example
of “loving your neighbor.”

North Hills, historically, has emphasized
reaching out to hurting people, he said. The
combination of all the things going on with
race in America and the housing crisis “just
makes us aware that something needs to
happen,” Sherer said.

How providing affordable 
housing began

A policy brief released in May 2020 by the
Terner Center for Housing Innovation at UC
Berkeley, focused on expanding the ability of
religious institutions to build housing on
their land as an option for cities grappling
with where and how to build affordable hous-
ing.

“Churches, as well as other faith-based or-
ganizations, often own underutilized land
and/or structures which could be used to ex-
pand the supply of affordable housing. Doing
so would provide significant untapped bene-
fits for the organization, from supporting the
organization’s charitable mission to provid-
ing revenue that can stabilize the organiza-
tion’s finances,” the study said.

The role that Greenville churches can play
in making affordable housing happen locally
was illuminated in 2019, when the Greenville
Housing Fund shared that faith communities
in the county own approximately 5,250 acres
of land.

JustFaith Greenville, a mission-based
faith organization based in Kentucky, im-
plored churches across Greenville to use
some of their resources for affordable hous-
ing.
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The bright autumn morning sun illu-
mined the sycamore as one earth-col-
ored leaf gently floated to the welcom-
ing soil. And so the season stirs poetic
sensibilities. The passing of one day to
the next, one month, one season and so
the years float, as we do, to the welcom-
ing earth. Or so we may describe the
passing of everything. Not always a de-
pressing thought, the changes can in-
spire the poetry of life, the imaginative,
creative, regenerative words for the
wordless transitions. 

Mom hesitated to open the door to
grandpa’s small house on Bartlett Ave-
nue. A normal day to drop my sister and
me at his home on her way to work in
Seattle. Something seemed wrong.
Grandpa always met us at the door, and
we would race past him to the breakfast
table. The morning routine was broken
that day. Mom tried to stop me but my
9-year-old enthusiasm couldn’t be held
back. I ran through the house to his bed-
room door. Grandpa was lying in bed, on
his back, sleeping peacefully. Mom

gently moved me aside and sent me to
the living-room. He was sleeping, sleep-
ing in death, and I had seen him for the
last time, and death for the first time.

Memory drifts back to my elemen-
tary school playmate Lonnie who died
of leukemia. In junior high I played bas-
ketball with Jim. He and his dad were
killed in a plane crash in Alaska. In sen-
ior high, my friend Jeff from youth group
was teaching me guitar, then he was
found dead in his home. Grandma died
that year, too. I read inspirational poems
to her in the hospital. Years passed, my
father retired from Boeing and soon
passed away. Over the next several dec-
ades I led memorial services for my
mother, my 100-year-old grandfather, a
beloved uncle, and many people who
died homeless. I sometimes feel my life
has been marked, like trail signposts, by
death. A somber thought, yet balanced
by a more realistic appreciation for life,
this very … short … life, and a renewed
curiosity for what it may offer each day,
every season.

Near the end of his life, naturalist
John Burroughs wrote: “I shall not be
imprisoned in the grave where you are to
bury my body. I shall be diffused in great
Nature, in the soil, in the air, in the sun-
shine, in the hearts of those who love
me, in all the living and flowing currents
of the world” (“Accepting the Uni-

verse”). Beautiful, artistic expressions.
Without denying the grief of loss, the
fearful uncertainties of the mystery we
call death, Burroughs celebrates the
natural process of living and dying,
passing from one form to many other
forms. 

Carol describes her visits with hum-
ble villagers in Mexico during Day of the
Dead. On the eve of Nov. 1, All Saints
Day, modest homes devote entire rooms
to a remarkable tradition – bright can-
dles, photographs and bountiful food
surround a mock-skeleton in a bed cov-
ered with flowers and colorful blankets.
Death as an experience for the living;
tears of sadness mixed with tokens of
gladness in lives not so much lost as
transformed, not merely in some myste-
rious mystical way but present perhaps
in a more intimate form – in the family,
friends and neighbors gathered around
the departed.

A newly-widowed family member
stayed with us. As she was relating the
story of her bedside vigil with her hus-
band, an Episcopal priest, we could see
the depth of love interwoven with her
human story of leaving, grieving, believ-
ing and an expansive breath of releasing
her life-partner with a great sigh of re-
lief, for him, for her, the family, his
church community. Releasing him while
welcoming him back, in a way, beyond

words, beyond beliefs and worrisome
questions of where? and why? 

Reflecting back to that morning’s
falling sycamore leaf, I contemplate
whether death is a journey to someplace
somewhere or a journey “home” –
somehow closer to here, an inseparable
presence, not in a ghostly sense but
more secular, interrelated. Maybe we
don’t “go” anywhere when we float
down from the tree of life. We don’t
leave Life at all. As a Buddhist teacher
once said, the leaf is the mother of the
tree. It draws sunlight into the tree, dies,
descends and disintegrates into the
ground, dissolving further into the roots
to continue giving sustaining life to the
tree. Completely natural. I find that im-
age quite wonderful, as I do Day of the
Dead and the naturalist’s down-to-
earth depiction of death’s cycle. 

We may be little more than leaves
passing in a season, but every current of
air, water, blood returns us to the moth-
er tree. And we can’t help being poets.

Chris Highland served as a minister
and chaplain for many years. He is a
teacher, writer and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife, the Rev. Carol Hovis,
live in Asheville. His latest books are
“Friendly Freethinker,” “Broken Bridges”
and “A Freethinker’s Gospel.” Learn
more at chighland.com.
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