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FORWA RD

Dear Sisters & Brothers, 
The Church must help end the affordable housing 

crisis, starting first in the District of Columbia. Afford-
able housing is more than just an economic issue it is 
also a moral issue. Addressing the housing crisis is criti-
cal to building a city that reflects the vision presented in 
Isaiah 65. Where those who build houses can afford to 
dwell in them. Where those who labor and toil are able 
to reap the rewards of their hands. We seek a thriving 
city in which all those who choose to can dwell.

The District Church started Just Homes because the 
Lord put on our hearts the plight of those struggling to 
find housing. In the process of praying for discernment, 
speaking with faith leaders, and conducting research, we 
discovered that if churches in DC built on half the vacant 
land they own, churches could provide affordable hous-
ing for over half of the extremely low-income families 
currently cost-burdened or without housing entirely.

The Church has the capacity to help! The only ques-
tion is whether we are willing to step out in faith, as God 
called us to do in Jeremiah 29, and seek the welfare of 
the city where the Lord has sent us to do his good work. 

Our calling goes beyond providing housing that is 
affordable to those with extremely low incomes, we 
believe deeply that housing must also be sustainable, 
accessible, safe, high-quality and located in areas of 
opportunity. This is the type of housing that will honor 
each person as an image-bearer of God.  



Our vision is creating a just city where everyone has a 
home. This guide written by Shiri Yadlin, Director of Just 
Homes, outlines a number of things that Churches can 
do to help make this vision a reality.  The guide is by no 
means comprehensive. Our prayer is that it will spark a 
conversation within congregations throughout the city 
about what we can do together to help end the afford-
able housing crisis in this city. 

We pray that you will join us in asking what role 
your church can play, and what role we as a collective 
Church can play, in building a just city where everyone 
has a home.  

Aaron Graham, Lead Pastor,  
The District Church, Visionary – Just Homes

Wally Adeyemo, Chair -  
Just Homes Advisory Board
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“Just as a body, though one, has many parts, but all its 
many parts form one body, so it is with Christ. For we were 
all baptized by one Spirit so as to form one body—whether 
Jews or Gentiles, slave or free—and we were all given the 
one Spirit to drink. Even so the body is not made up of one 

part but of many...If one part suffers, every part suffers with 
it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it. Now you 

are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it.”
1 Corinthians 12:12-14, 26-27

When The District Church began exploring how to 
respond to the shortage of affordable housing 

in the District of Columbia, our guiding question was, 
“How is the church uniquely positioned to address this 
crisis?” To discern an answer, we talked to dozens of 
faith communities, government officials, businesses, 
nonprofits, city residents, and others eager to discuss 
the affordable housing needs of the city. We looked to 
experts who have been working on housing in the city 
for decades, seeking to add our own efforts to the work 
already being done; to contribute our own resources to 
a solution, without duplicating existing efforts.

During these conversations, it became clear that the 
need for affordable housing in D.C. is even more dire 
than we thought. This furthered our determination to 
discover the church’s role. And as we spoke to faith 

IN TROD UCT ION
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leaders across the city, we heard inspiring stories about 
the strong history of church engagement in providing a 
solution. However those churches already engaged in 
housing are limited by capacity and resources, and much 
more action is needed from the broader faith community.

At the same time, as we consulted with faith lead-
ers across the city not already working in the housing 
space, we heard a similar refrain: “We recognize the se-
rious need for affordable housing in the city, and we 
feel called to help, but we have no idea how.” 

The Just Homes initiative was born in response to 
these messages: to connect churches with a desire to 
meet housing needs with those already engaged, so 
all could exercise their God-given gifts as a unit. Just 
Homes is a convener, equipper, and resource that pro-
vides education and guidance to churches new to 
housing. By lifting up the incredible examples of work 
churches have already done in this space, we aim to in-
spire other churches to get involved, expanding the co-
hort of churches engaged in housing to more effective-
ly respond to the shortage of affordable housing in D.C. 

We believe that the church has a critical role to play 
in tackling the city’s housing difficulties, and we seek 
to collaborate in this effort with every church that calls 
D.C. home. We believe that the body of Christ, acting 
as one, with each part lending its gifts, has incredible 
power to create lasting, positive change in this city we 
call home.

This resource is designed to be an introduction for 
any faith leader committed to D.C. and its people. It ad-
dresses three primary questions:

1.	 What is the challenge we are facing with housing 
in D.C.?

2.	What is our biblical call to engage in this chal-
lenge?
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3.	What concrete action steps can we take in re-
sponse to that call?

Our hope is that by reading through this resource, 
praying over its contents, discussing it with members of 
your congregation, and sharing the ideas with peers, we 
can discern together how your church can best address 
the housing crisis. 

Let’s get started.



10 • BUILDING A JUST HOME

A Note From The Author

I, Shiri Yadlin, the Director of Just Homes, am a 
white, millennial, masters-educated, Israeli-American 
Christian woman who moved to D.C. in 2013. Each of 
these characteristics comes with a lens, each with its 
own dimensions of privilege, power, and perspective. 
In composing this resource, I sought input from peo-
ple of diverse backgrounds and perspectives through 
formal interviews, informal conversations, broad read-
ing, and personal relationships. Though the following 
pages are heavily informed by that input, I know that 
my own lens is likely apparent in the words presented 
here. And that perspective is important to acknowl-
edge before we begin. 

This resource is only the beginning of a conversation, 
and I look forward to continuing to learn together with 
you as you read and react. I pray that you’ll consider 
these ideas with grace and an open mind, just as I aim 
to receive responses with the same grace.
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CHAPTER  1

THE  CHA L LENG E

“People are working and have full time jobs... 
8 hour a day jobs, just like I am. And they can’t  

afford what we have in this city.”
Minnie, D.C. Resident

In 2002, Minnie R. achieved the American Dream: She 
bought her own home in Washington, D.C. At first 

everything was great. She had a place of her own in her 
home city, a city she loves. But soon, the bills, insurance, 
and mortgage payments began to pile up, and despite 
having a full-time job, Minnie struggled to keep up, 
especially as property taxes rose. “I took up a [extra] 
part-time job just to make ends meet because, even 
with my federal job, all that money just went straight 
to bills,” she shared. ”Really, you need two paychecks 
to really run a house smoothly. Things really got tight 
for me.” 

Minnie filed for bankruptcy, found temporary hous-
ing in a group shelter and worked to get herself out of 
debt. Today, she is debt free and searching for a place 
of her own. Each month she faithfully scans affordable 
housing search sites, calls and visits properties, and ap-
plies for units. But every month she’s met with nothing 
but waitlists. She continues to do everything someone 
in her situation is supposed to do: improve her credit, 
visit units in person to fill out applications and apply for 
the aid programs the city offers. Yet, two years later, she 
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is still in the same temporary group home that helped 
her get out of debt. 

“I’m being patient. I thank God I can have a place like 
this to get back on my feet financially,” she said. “But 
it’s time for me to move on and allow somebody else to 
take my space so they can have what I’ve had.”1

Native Washingtonian Brenda V. knows this struggle 
too. She has lived in “temporary” housing for nine years, 
far longer than she ever expected to be. “I didn’t think 
it would be that hard to find housing...There’s just noth-
ing out here that’s affordable.”

Even in the rare case of an affordable housing build-
ing opening its waitlist, she is usually at work during the 
narrow window when applications are being accepted. 
Her managers don’t let her leave on such short notice, 
and she can’t afford to miss even an hour’s worth of 
wages. When she can show up, the size of the crowd 
is disheartening: “A few years ago they had some kind 
of waitlist. I was out there early in the morning, lined 
up, people had chairs and whatnot, and by the time the 
doors opened, the people in lines were running across 
the fence.” 

Many friends have moved out to Maryland, and they 
encourage Brenda to join them there. “I’m not trying to 
leave the District...I’m not trying to give up my residen-
cy...It’s hard.” Yet she doesn’t lose hope. “I always feel 
like maybe there’s a chance, so I’m hoping and praying 
that God has a place for me...I’m just trying to do the 
best I can. It’s a lot.”2

Brenda’s neighbor Roberta has also been in “tem-
porary” housing for a decade and blames high housing 
costs and lack of options. “Everything is too expensive 
… Either my salary is too low, or I’m not old enough, or I 
don’t meet the qualifications.”3

Minnie, Brenda, and Roberta’s stories represent the 
struggle of so many in D.C. who can’t find a home with-
in their budgetary restraints. These women are able to 
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work, and are fortunate enough to have found jobs, but 
they still can’t afford to live in D.C. They all also spent 
several years experiencing street homelessness -- the 
reality for thousands of D.C. residents enduring the 
harsh consequences of our city’s affordable housing 
crisis.

D.C. is experiencing an affordable 
housing crisis.
You’ve probably heard stories like these before. Or 
encountered tent encampments, people experienc-
ing homelessness, or other signs of housing instability. 
Or you’ve experienced these things yourself. These 
snapshots are a small glimpse of the ways in which 
affordable housing, or lack thereof, directly and serious-
ly impacts the residents of D.C. -- particularly low-income 

communities, particularly 
communities of color. And 
these snapshots are not 
isolated cases, as we’ll see 
in the statistics below. 

D.C. residents hear a 
lot about the “affordable 
housing crisis.” But is this 
really a crisis? In the fol-
lowing pages we’ll unpack 
some of the numbers that 

describe D.C.’s current housing landscape, and in do-
ing so, we’ll see that Washington D.C. is facing a severe 
and urgent lack of housing affordable to low-income 
communities. We’ll also see that this crisis is more than 
economic: It also has critical racial and cultural compo-
nents that require our attention.

Let’s get started with some numbers.4

Washington D.C. 
is facing a severe 
and urgent lack of 
housing affordable 
to low-income 
communities.
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Cost Burden: D.C. residents spend too 
much of their paycheck on housing 
costs

The most common measure of housing affordability 
is cost burden. This official measure, defined by the 
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD), is used across the country and across time peri-
ods to standardize a household’s ability to pay for their 
housing. According to the official definition, a house-
hold is cost-burdened if it spends more than 30% of its 
income on housing costs.5 

For example, a household with an annual income of 
$80,000 that spends over $24,000 on housing each 
year is cost-burdened. Severe cost burden refers to 
a household that spends over 50% of its income on 
housing costs. A household with an annual income of 
$80,000 would be severely cost burdened if housing 
costs exceeded $40,000 each year.

About a quarter of D.C. renters are cost burdened, 
and an additional quarter of D.C. renters are severely 
cost burdened.6 This means half of D.C. renters are pay-
ing above the standard accepted definition for “afford-
ability” in housing. 

Cost Burden
A household is cost-burdened if 
it spends more than 30% of its 
income on housing costs.

Severe Cost 
Burden

A household is severely cost-
burdened if it spends more than 
50% of its income on housing 
costs.
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The figures above refer to all renters, regardless of 
income level. In policy discussions, experts commonly 
refer to households of different income levels using a 
standard of Area Median Income (AMI). AMI refers to 
the median income of all households in a geograph-
ic area. In the D.C. Metropolitan Area, the 2019 AMI is 
$121,300 for a family of four, among the highest in the 
nation.7 Income categories are based on AMI, as follows:

Area Median 
Income (AMI)

The median household for 
a geographic area; used 
as baseline for housing 
cost estimates and income 
estimates. AMI in the D.C. 
Metropolitan Area is $121,300.

Moderate Income

Refers to households with 
annual income between 
81 - 120% of AMI ($97,040 - 
$145,560 for a family of four)

Low-Income
Refers to households with 
annual income between 51% - 
80% AMI ($60,650 - $97,040)

Very Low-Income

Refers to households with 
annual income between 
31 - 50% of AMI ($36,400 - 
$60,650) 

Extremely Low-
Income (ELI)

Refers to households with 
annual incomes at or below 
30% of AMI (under $36,400 for 
a family of four)
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Returning to our discussion of cost-burden, how do 
extremely-low income (ELI) renters fare? A staggering 
67% of ELI renters in D.C. are severely cost-burdened, 
and an additional 13% are cost-burdened.8 This means 
that almost 34,000 households spend over half their 
income on housing costs alone. These are households 
at or below the poverty line, so after housing is paid for, 
they are left with precious little for food, clothing, trans-
portation, healthcare, and other necessities, let alone 
savings or luxuries.

When we talk about low-income, very low-income, 
and extremely low-income households in D.C. we are al-
most exclusively talking about communities of color. In 
fact, 88% of extremely low-income renter households 
are headed by a person of color.9 So the particularly 
high rate of cost burden among ELI households dispro-
portionately affects already marginalized populations. 
As we continue talking through the stress the housing 
crisis places on low-income communities, remember 
that there is a clear and pressing racial component to 
the inequity we are discussing.10

When households face cost burden, they are sub-
stantially more vulnerable to shocks that can leave them 
homeless. With little to no income buffer, an unexpect-
ed cost or small emergency like a flat tire, new prescrip-
tion, or broken phone can be the difference between 
making rent or not in a given month. And once a tenant 
gets behind on rent, it becomes increasingly difficult to 
catch up. What may seem an inconvenience to some-
one with more flexible income can turn into eviction or 
homelessness for someone experiencing cost burden.
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Housing Wage: D.C. wages aren’t 
enough to keep up with housing costs.

Because the official measure of cost-burden can be 
challenging to grasp, let’s look at housing costs a slight-
ly different way: What kind of income does a D.C. resi-
dent need to earn in order to afford housing in the city? 

First, let’s look at Fair Market Rent (FMR), a figure 
established by HUD to reflect the cost of rent and utili-
ties for units of different sizes. FMR for a one-bedroom 
unit in D.C. is $1,454, and FMR for a two-bedroom is 
$1,665.11 In order to rent a studio apartment at FMR and 
spend no more than 30% of their income, a renter must 
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earn $27.21 per hour. An hourly wage of $27.96 is need-
ed to afford a one-bedroom unit, and an hourly wage of 
$32.02 is needed to afford a two-bedroom. These num-
bers translate to annual incomes of $56,600 to afford 
a studio at FMR, $58,160 to afford a one-bedroom, and 
$66,600 to afford a two-bedroom. 

Fair Market Rent 
(FMR)

The HUD-estimated rental 
figure for a geographic area; 
technically “the 40th percentile 
of gross rents for typical, 
non-substandard rental units 
occupied by recent movers in a 
local housing market.”44

Housing costs in D.C. are clearly high, but aren’t wag-
es are also relatively high? Not quite. The average renter 
in D.C. earns just $28.57 per hour (or $53,945), bare-
ly enough to rent a studio or one-bedroom, and not 
enough for a two-bedroom or larger unit.12 This leaves 
little to no budgetary margin. The bottom line is: the 
average worker cannot afford to rent a home in D.C.

What do these housing costs mean for minimum 
wage workers? As of July 1, 2019, minimum wage in the 
District is $14.00/hour; relatively high, compared to oth-
er cities and states. Yet this still doesn’t come close to 
being enough to afford housing locally. A worker earn-
ing minimum wage must work 78 hours per week to 
afford a studio apartment, 80 hours per week to afford 
a one bedroom, and a staggering 91 hours per week to 
afford a two bedroom unit.13

Imagine a family headed by a single parent (around 
half of families in D.C.14). That parent would have to 
work the equivalent of 2.3 full time minimum wage 
jobs to afford a 2-bedroom unit. That may not even be 
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big enough for their family. Taking all of these num-
bers into account, housing costs are out of reach for 
low-income renters in D.C.

There are not enough “affordable units” 
for low-income households.
We’ve established housing prices are high. But sure-
ly we don’t have a supply problem, right? Everywhere 
you turn there are construction cranes, new high-rises 
springing up seemingly overnight, and condo develop-
ments on every corner. There must be enough housing 
to go around. Let’s look at the numbers. 

There are 50,710 extremely low-income renter house-
holds in D.C. but only 20,272 housing units affordable to 
ELI renters. This means existing supply meets only 40% 
of the need; there is a shortage of 30,438 homes for 
ELI renters. The existing supply of housing affordable 
to very low-income households (50% AMI or below, as 
noted above) meets only 65% of the need.15 
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Even though 77% of low-income renter households 
fall into this ELI category, only 40% of current “afford-
able units” are priced for them.16 This leaves tens of 
thousands of households, already with extremely low 
incomes, with no choice but to pay well beyond their 
means for any kind of housing. 
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These gaps are further evidence that current and 
planned “affordable housing” doesn’t come close to 
meeting the huge level of need.

Why does cost burden = crisis?

Simply the state of being cost-burdened can negatively 
impact wellness. Households experiencing severe cost 
burden are more likely to be food insecure and in poor 
health. Across the country, each 10% increase in the 
share of households experiencing cost burden in a com-
munity is associated with 29,000 more kids in poverty, 
86,000 more people who are food insecure, and 84,000 
more people in poor health.17 Even the smallest increas-
es in rent can push thousands of renters into homeless-
ness.18 When households are already cost-burdened, any 
small shock to their finances -- increase in rent, medical 
emergency, or an unusually high heating bill during a cold 
month -- can mean the difference between making rent 
that month or not. And missed rent can quickly snowball 
to eviction, and ultimately homelessness.19

Once a household is either homeless or at risk of 
homelessness, their health and wellness outcomes 
quickly deteriorate. Unstable housing and financial inse-
curity are detrimental to children’s educational perfor-
mance20 and elevate exposure to violence, trauma, and 
social isolation, which can have rippling effects on well-
ness as these children age. These negative outcomes 
tend to be more pronounced for children of color.21 

These impacts aren’t just for kids. Adults also expe-
rience higher levels of mental and physical well-being 
when living in neighborhoods that they perceive to be 
safe and high-quality.22 And the quality of the housing 
itself is also critical for the health and safety of the res-
idents. Housing affordable to low-income populations 
is often poorer quality than market rate housing,23 lead-



22 • BUILDING A JUST HOME

ing to health concerns ranging from respiratory disease 
to insufficient climate control to lead poisoning.24 Cost 
burden and housing insecurity have direct implications 
for health and well-being.

Experiences of housing insecurity are 
intimately intertwined with race
As we discussed above, the low-income and extreme-
ly low-income households in D.C. are overwhelmingly 
people of color, so this housing affordability crisis has 
clear and pressing implications for racial equity and jus-
tice. The poverty rate within the African-American pop-
ulation in D.C. is 25.8%, for Asian-Americans is 15%, and 
for Latinos is 13.1%. This is compared to a poverty rate 
of just 6.6% for the White population.25 And, though 
African Americans make up 47% of D.C.’s population, 
they account for 85% of the homeless population of the 
District.26 These trends are true nationwide as well: while 
1 in 10 white households are severely cost-burdened, 1 
in 4 black households across the country are severely 
cost-burdened.27

There are many complex reasons for these dispar-
ities. In D.C. (much like communities across the coun-
try), there is a long history of explicit racism in hous-
ing policy, including racial covenants in neighborhood 
charters and land leases, segregationist and exclusion-
ary policies like redlining, and other mechanisms that 
prohibited people of color from accessing housing and 
other assets.28 Continued disinvestment in neighbor-
hoods with high populations of color has continued to 
exacerbate gaps in wealth accumulation and access to 
opportunity. We’ll explore this more below.

We also see continuing pressures of housing develop-
ment displacing low-income communities and communi-
ties of color in changing neighborhoods. Sometimes this 
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happens prior to development, where public housing or 
other buildings with low-income residents are razed in 
favor of market rate development, as was the case during 
the “urban renewal” redevelopment of Southwest D.C. in 
the 1950s.29 This practice continues in many forms today. 
Development also places upward pressure on housing 
prices, so low-income communities, which are more of-
ten than not communities of color, are unable to continue 
living where they have been for generations.

There are of course a lot of complicated factors in-
volved in these dynamics, and we haven’t come close to 
doing the issue justice here, but the critical point is that 
the affordable housing crisis is more acutely felt and 
more overtly damaging to people of color, especially 
in D.C.
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A NOTE ABOUT GENTRIFICATION
Any conversation about housing is incomplete without 
some exploration of gentrification. Gentrification -- broadly 
defined as the change that occurs in a low-income neigh-
borhood when it experiences an influx of wealthier resi-
dents, often of a different race -- is a complex and multifac-
eted topic, and can take on a variety of meanings. There are 
political, social, economic, and cultural elements, among 
others, and no clear consensus on how to measure its ef-
fects.40 Yet the effects are clearly and devastatingly felt by 
low-income communities, especially communities of color. 
In this conversation, rather than speak about gentrification 
in broad and nebulous terms, we’ll discuss the specific as-
pects of gentrification that are most prevalent and damag-
ing in D.C. Most prominently, displacement.

Displacement is clearest when housing prices rise and 
low-income communities are unable to afford to live in the 
neighborhoods they have called home for years. But it also 
includes cultural and political displacement, most acutely 
felt by people of color when wealthier, mostly white resi-
dents, begin moving into neighborhoods historically inhab-
ited almost exclusively by people of color. The businesses 
that cater to the newer, wealthier residents, can cause retail 
rents to rise as housing prices do, causing many cultural 
institutions -- beloved barber shops, corner stores, or other 
community-centered businesses -- to be displaced along 
with the residents who frequented them.41  

Displacement is a serious problem that we must address, 
and it requires a multi-layered strategy to tackle the polit-
ical, social, economic, and cultural facets of the problem. 
One key strategy is preserving affordable housing in the 
neighborhoods experiencing displacement. It is also critical 
to increase the supply of affordable housing across the city, 
so that a wide spectrum of affordable options are available 
in every neighborhood. We’ll explore these issues and oth-
ers throughout this paper, but for comprehensive, detailed 
research on the topic, we recommend two resources, the 
“Gentrification Comparison Tool” from Enterprise Com-
munity Partners42 and the study “Shifting Neighborhoods: 
Gentrification and cultural displacement” released by the 
National Community Reinvestment Coalition43 in March 
2019.



THE CHALLENGE • 25

Location Matters: geography of 
affordable housing exacerbates existing 
inequity 

Looking at price and availability of housing only gets at 
part of the story. We must also consider the quality of 
that housing, and where it is located.30 

Those households lucky enough to find an affordable 
place that fits their family size often face other chal-
lenges in that housing. The D.C. Housing Authority, the 
agency that manages the District’s public housing, has 
identified over 2,600 units of their own public housing 
that are in “extremely urgent need” of health and safe-
ty-related repairs. This affects over 5,000 residents.31 
This isn’t just a public housing problem. Renters of be-
low-market rate units across the city have reported ro-
dent infestation, leaks, mold, and other unmet repair 
needs.32 33 While not every below-market unit is plagued 
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with these problems, and there are certainly cases of 
market-rate units facing similar conditions, the resourc-
es available to tenants with higher incomes allows them 
to either move or successfully fight against negligent 
landlords. Low-income communities often face higher 
barriers to taking care of these problems.

Relatedly, the location of housing affordable to 
low-income households perpetuates challenges these 
residents already face. The current stock of affordable 
housing is almost exclusively located east of Rock 
Creek Park, and highly concentrated east of the Ana-
costia River. This means low-income communities can 
only afford housing in neighborhoods that may be rich 
in social services like food banks, but lack well-paying 
jobs, high-performing schools, reliable and regular pub-
lic transportation, and grocery stores: all resources nec-
essary for economic mobility. Overwhelming evidence 
from a wide range of studies agree that neighborhoods 
offering lower opportunity--access to the types of re-
sources mentioned above--perpetuate cycles of pover-
ty for already disadvantaged populations. In fact, the 
zip code in which a child is raised is the leading indica-
tor of their adult income.34 35 

There has been much conversation in D.C. in recent 
years about the segregation of low-income housing. 
In her second inaugural address, Mayor Bowser called 
upon every neighborhood and every Ward to be part 
of the solution to the city’s lack of affordable housing.36 
Yet, this segregation of housing affordable to low-in-
come populations doesn’t seem to be changing in the 
housing pipeline. The vast majority of planned afford-
able housing is still being built east of 16th Street NW.37 
Though these new areas of affordable housing devel-
opment may be higher in opportunity than neighbor-
hoods east of the Anacostia River, there is still signifi-
cant disparity in income levels between neighborhoods 
on either side of Rock Creek Park. These areas east of 
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the park where new affordable housing is being built 
still have significantly lower median incomes and higher 
rates of poverty, than those neighborhoods west of the 
park. And since median income and opportunity level of 
a child’s neighborhood has significant impact on future 
earnings and general upward mobility, it is not enough 
to build housing in only these lower-income neighbor-
hoods.38 Affordable housing is needed all throughout 
the city, especially in neighborhoods of Wards 2 and 
3, where incomes and opportunity levels are highest.39 

All this boils down to the following: the location and 
condition of your home are critical to your health and 
well-being, but affordable housing is often located in 
places that provide inadequate opportunity for resi-
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dents. And people of color are disproportionately af-
fected by the lack of affordable housing options in 
the city.

Conclusion: D.C. has a serious lack of 
affordable, available housing in high-
opportunity neighborhoods
Let’s summarize all these numbers. We have seen that 
there are a few problems related to housing in D.C:

1.	 It is expensive for anyone, especially low-income 
households.

2.	Existing “affordable” housing doesn’t come close 
to meeting the huge need in the city.

3.	Existing “affordable” housing is isolated in areas 
of low opportunity, making any kind of upward 
mobility nearly impossible.

If you take away one idea from this section, let it be 
this: D.C. is experiencing an affordable housing crisis. 
Tens of thousands of households, making up hundreds 
of thousands of residents, pay too much for inadequate 
shelter or have no shelter at all. 

As a city, we 
have to do better. 

And this brings 
us to our next point: 
lack of adequate, 
affordable housing 
is not simply an in-
convenience. It is 
an injustice.

Lack of adequate, 
affordable housing is  
not simply an 
inconvenience.  
It is an injustice.
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CHAPTER  2

THE  CA L L

“See, I will create a
    new heavens and a new earth.

The former things will not be remembered,
    nor will they come to mind...

They will build houses and dwell in them;
    they will plant vineyards and eat their fruit.

No longer will they build houses and others live in them,
    or plant and others eat...

They will neither harm nor destroy
    on all my holy mountain,” says the Lord.

Isaiah 65:17-25

“The picture of justice we see in Scripture is a prerequi-
site for shalom--a time when all brokenness is made right. 

[Shalom is] when relationships between people are healed, 
relationships between people and God are healed, rela-

tionships between people and systems are healed, relation-
ships between people and creation are healed, and one’s 

own relationship with oneself is healed.”
Jason Fileta1
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The numbers we saw in the last chapter were quite 
grim. They are a sobering reminder that we live in a 

fallen world. A world where sin permeates everything. 
Brokenness is evident in broken people, broken relation-
ships, broken families, and broken communities. Yet, we 
believe in a God who loves this fallen, broken world so 
much that he sent His only Son to redeem it. And He 
promises to repair it in an ultimate renewal when every-
thing will be restored to its original state: completeness, 
wholeness, shalom.2 

Living immersed in this fallen, broken world, it can 
be hard to imagine anything different. We may struggle 
to visualize what the future wholeness of shalom looks 
like. Thankfully, the Bible gives us some insight. One 
glimpse comes through the prophet Isaiah.

In Isaiah 65, the prophet communicates God’s picture 
of a new Heaven and a new Earth, giving us a glimpse of 
the future God has planned for all of creation -- one that 
aligns with His initial design, before the Fall. In this new 
Heaven and Earth, there will be gladness and rejoicing. 
The city of Jerusalem will be a joy-filled delight. There 
will be no more weeping or crying, and no more infant 
mortality or premature death of any kind. All who labor 
will receive a reward, and no child will lack what she or 
he needs to thrive. Predators and prey will live in har-
mony and what once threatened to destroy will lose all 
its power. 

This image is beautiful. It is inspiring. But it is more 
than just an image. More than a dream or a hopeful 
glimpse of a distant future. The vision of Isaiah 65 is a 
goal. A target. A direction. This passage gives us -- the 
hands and feet of God on this earth -- a vision to strive 
for and a purpose in this fallen world.

Isaiah’s vision is one of biblical justice: the state of 
wholeness and flourishing due all of God’s creation.3

Biblical justice means healing and wholeness every-
where. Biblical justice is seeking the peace and pros-
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perity of the places we live (Jer-
emiah 29:7). Biblical justice is 
feeding the hungry, delivering 
the oppressed, and healing the 
sick (Psalm 146). Biblical justice 
is defending the orphan and 
widow (Isaiah 1:17). Biblical jus-
tice is looking at the Kingdom 
of God as our model, and bring-
ing that vision here to earth as 
it is in Heaven. 

This whole, complete King-
dom of God is a bold goal. And we may not reach the 
full perfection of that Kingdom in our time on earth. 
We may not see true shalom until we get to Heaven. 
However this doesn’t mean we sit around in this fallen 
state and wait. Rather, we have a critical role to play. 
Our clear, urgent, and pressing task is to be the ves-
sels through which God advances this Kingdom vision, 
bringing about biblical justice. 

The second chapter of the rabbinic text Pirkei Avot 
says “It is not your responsibility to finish the work, but 
neither are you free to desist from it.”4 Or, in the words 
of English theologian T. J. Gorringe, “Building Jerusa-
lem, the city of justice, peace and beauty, is a project 
that will never be completed this side of the kingdom, 
but it is a project to which we are called by the King-
dom.”5 We need God to do this work, but He also relies 
on us to act.

All over the Bible, we see examples of God working 
through humans to bring about justice: 

•	 God leads Joseph into Egypt and uses him to 
save the entire kingdom from famine.

•	 God directs a reluctant Moses to lead his people 
out of slavery. 

Biblical 
justice: the 
state of 
wholeness and 
flourishing 
due all of 
God’s creation.
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•	 God sends Esther into the court of the King to 
stop a genocide.

•	 God calls Nehemiah to lead his exiled brothers 
and sisters to rebuild a broken city, defying crit-
ics along the way.

•	 God sends Jesus to feed, heal, and turn power 
structures upside down.

Throughout the Old and New Testaments, God calls 
and commands his people to do the work of justice. 
When Jesus sends his disciples out to “be my witnesses 
in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the 
ends of the earth,” he was sending his followers out to 
carry his message to the world;a message much bigger 
than just the gospel of salvation.6 If the disciples were to 
be Jesus’s witnesses, they had to act like Jesus, not just 
talk about him. They had to demonstrate, not just pro-

claim. This meant healing, din-
ing with outcasts, and inviting 
strangers into the community. 
For us in the 21st century that 
still means healing, dining with 
outcasts, and inviting strangers 
into our community. In Acts 1:8, 
Jesus was talking about more 
than just evangelism. He was 
talking about doing the work of 
justice: bringing about healing 
and wholeness everywhere. 

The church in D.C. has a big 
job ahead of us, because the 

brokenness of the world is glaringly evident in the Dis-
trict, as we saw in the previous chapter: broken systems 
trapping 1 in 4 kids in poverty,7 the sin of racism still 
prevalent in the structures of society (including large 
segments of the church), and the crisis-level lack of af-
fordable housing, to name a few. We, the church, must 

In Acts 1:8, 
Jesus was 
talking about 
more than just 
evangelism. 
He was talking 
about doing 
the work of 
justice.
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be a part of healing these injustices, beginning with an 
assessment of the roles we may play in perpetuating 
them. 

Jonathan Brooks pastors New Canaan Community 
Church in Chicago, a church that powerfully lives out 
this calling to biblical justice through its weekly ser-
vices, business development, and community minis-
tries. Brooks says when we see suffering around us, we 
are often tempted to ask, “How can a loving God allow 
this kind of horror to happen in the world?” But we also 
have to ask, “How can such loving people, who live on 
these same blocks, allow such evil to happen?” Brooks 
reflects, “I had no right to question God’s intervention 
until I began to answer God’s question about my own 
intervention. God was reminding me that the plan has 
always been for us to be involved in the redemption 
of the world, not to be spectators complaining on the 
sidelines.”8

God is the great Healer, Creator, and Provider, but 
He chooses to work through us broken, sinful humans 
to heal, create, and provide. He requires us to carry out 
his redemptive work of justice, using the vision of the 
Kingdom as a starting point. 

Housing is part of Biblical Justice

Take a moment to imagine a truly 
just community. What does it look 
like? What does it feel like? When 
you go on an evening stroll, do 
you see people sleeping on park 
benches? When you drive under an 
overpass, are there rows of tents 

where people are living? When you walk your dog, are 
there people huddled under blankets in doorways and 
parking lots, surrounded by bags of their belongings? 

What does 
a truly just 
community 
look like?
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We probably all agree that a truly just city contains 
none of those things. A just city is one where everyone 
has a safe, decent place to call home. Where no one 
dies of hypothermia because they have nowhere warm 
to go in the winter. Where no child is bouncing from 
school to school because they have no stable address. 

Many factors stand in the way of our city becoming 
a just one. One of those factors is lack of affordable 
housing. But we can do something about that. We can 
begin moving our city toward a biblical vision of justice 
by providing enough homes for people to live in: safe, 
clean, affordable, just homes.

Let’s go back to Isaiah 65. Verses 21 and 22 tell us 
that in the new Heaven and new Earth, those who build 
houses will also dwell in them. Those who work the 
land will also eat its fruits. Those who labor and toil will 
enjoy the product of their work. This is part of the vision 
of biblical justice.

As we’ve already seen, too many of those who do 
the physical work to build houses in Washington, D.C. 
can’t afford to live in them. Many of those who cook 
and serve at restaurants can’t afford to eat there. Those 

who labor in this city to make 
it function struggle to find an 
affordable place to call home 
within the city limits. If we are 
to live in a just city, we have 
to address the affordability of 
housing. Our city’s need for af-
fordable housing is inseparable 
from our call to biblical justice. 

Our city’s need 
for affordable 
housing is 
inseparable 
from our call 
to biblical 
justice.
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Housing justice means more than just 
temporary shelter
The church has become good at understanding the 
need for relational outreach ministries. We set up soup 
kitchens and Thanksgiving turkey drives. We offer coats 
in the winter and water bottles in the summer. We open 
our basements for temporary lodging and host bible 
studies in homeless shelters. This is necessary work and 
churches must continue upholding the command of 
loving our neighbors by tangibly meeting the immedi-
ate needs of the least of these.9 

But what would it look like for churches to go deep-
er in their engagement? To not only temporarily house 
or feed or clothe someone experiencing homelessness, 
but also provide a permanent home for them? To not 
only meet immediate physical needs, but also address 
the problem that caused that need in the first place?

If we really believe in this vision of biblical justice, and 
our call to be a part, we have to think bigger about what 
we, as the church, can do to alleviate the brokenness in 
our communities. We have to creatively brainstorm be-
yond our traditional methods of service and recognize 
that we are capable of more. We have to shake our-
selves out of the mindset that all we can do is provide 
a meal or a shelter for a night and start addressing the 
markets, systems, ideas, and prejudices that leave peo-
ple without meals or shelters in the first place.

To play off an analogy frequently used by John Per-
kins, pastor and founder of the Christian Community 
Development Association:10 We can’t only hand out fish, 
or even teach people to fish, we also have to increase 
access to more fishing ponds so more people can be 
fishing and teaching others to fish. 

In D.C. we too often get bogged down by data, 
paralyzed by analysis, and overwhelmed by power 
structures. But in doing so, we allow ourselves to be 
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swayed by the lies that some people are worth more 
than others, that access to power is everything, and 
that these earthly systems are more powerful than the 
Holy Spirit. But in partnership with the Holy Spirit, we 
can overcome these earthly obstacles, and we have a 
responsibility to do so. Jesus didn’t only offer water to 
those who were thirsty, he also challenged the social 
structures preventing them from getting water in the 
first place.11 

We need to seriously evaluate what God has blessed 
us with and prayerfully discern how we can steward it 
in a way that promotes biblical justice. Each church has 
different resources but all churches have some kind of 
asset, assets that can be used creatively to make moves 
towards housing justice. We just have to allow our-
selves to think bigger.12

What could this dreaming bigger look like, practi-
cally? What if churches built housing? What if they en-
couraged congregants to rent basements and spare 
units to low-income tenants? What if they stewarded 
their finances in a way that supports affordable housing 
development? What if they mobilized to support just 
development of housing in their communities? We’ll ex-

plore all these ideas and oth-
ers in the following sections, 
but the takeaway message is 
this: we, the body of Christ, 
have a moral responsibility 
to work for housing justice 
using whatever resources we 
have. 

Churches can and should 
be leading the way in pursuit 
of housing justice because 
God works through the local 
church to repair the breach-
es in the world. Churches 

We, the body 
of Christ, 
have a moral 
responsibility 
to work for 
housing justice 
using whatever 
resources we 
have.
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should be building housing, shaping policy, and restor-
ing communities into a place where all can flourish. We 
have a biblical calling to do so. 

Your light will shine

In Isaiah 58, God calls for a specific type of religious obser-
vance. If you’re going to fast, God says, do it by breaking 
chains of injustice, bearing one another’s burdens, and 
feeding, clothing, sheltering those who need it.13

In Isaiah 58, God also makes a promise. As we break 
the chains of injustice, set the prisoners free, feed and 
clothe and shelter those in need, God says, “Then your 
light will break forth like the dawn, and your healing will 
quickly appear; then your righteousness will go before 
you, and the glory of the Lord will be your rear guard. 
Then you will call, and the Lord will answer; you will cry 
for help, and he will say: Here am I.”14

When the church leans into its calling to pursue jus-
tice, it will shine, and God will get all the glory. Don’t 
misunderstand this. God isn’t saying that He’ll only 
show up in our lives if we pursue justice. Rather, He is 
saying we should pursue justice because He has shown 
up in our lives. We don’t pursue justice so that we can 
be saved. We pursue justice because we already have 
been saved. 

Isaiah ends his mes-
sage on fasting with the 
following promise: “The 
Lord will guide you al-
ways; he will satisfy your 
needs in a sun-scorched 
land and will strengthen 
your frame. You will be 
like a well-watered gar-
den, like a spring whose 

We don’t pursue 
justice so that we 
can be saved. We 
pursue justice 
because we already 
have been saved. 
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waters never fail...you will be called Repairer of Broken 
Walls, Restorer of Streets with Dwellings.”15 When we 
do this hard, seemingly impossible work of restoration 
and justice, the Lord will provide. When he calls us, he 
equips us. He doesn’t only call us to justice, he promises 
to be with us in the fight.

Churches, together, can completely transform the 
housing landscape of our city, and in doing so, move to-
ward the vision of Isaiah 65: a just city where everyone 
has a home. Only then will our city begin to truly reflect 
our values as a community.

Now that we have a clear understanding of our call, 
let’s explore what this looks like, practically.

JUSTICE HOUSING: WHEN AFFORDABLE IS 
NOT ENOUGH

Everyone will sit under their own vine
    and under their own fig tree,

and no one will make them afraid,
    for the Lord Almighty has spoken.

Micah 4:4

“As we think about the future of our city, nothing is more 
important than the building out of justice housing—to 

increase equity for families, improve the livability of our 
community, and create a sense of belonging that can unify 

and transform our city.”
Jim Knight, Jubilee Housing1

Pulling together the statistics and stories we’ve discussed, it 
is clear that we don’t only need housing that is affordable. 
We need housing that is just.

Low-income households pay too much for poor quality 
housing in locations removed from opportunities for up-
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ward socioeconomic mobility. This has a real, measurable 
impact on both present and future well-being. 

Continuing to tackle this problem with existing solu-
tions isn’t enough. Continuing to focus only on “affordable 
housing” isn’t enough. We need a new concept. We need 
something that reflects the right every person has to a safe, 
healthy, affordable place to call home. We need housing 
that reflects each resident’s identity as an image-bearer of 
God. We need housing that is both deeply affordable and 
desirable to live in. We need housing that reflects the jus-
tice we seek for the city. We need justice housing.

Justice housing is different from affordable housing 
because it’s about more than price. It’s also about quality, 
accessibility, and location. Justice housing is housing that 
upholds human dignity. It is, simply, just.  

What does this look like practically? Justice housing 
stems from the vision of biblical justice we explored earli-
er. It is affordable to renters at all income levels, especially 
those at or below the poverty line. It has the quality of mar-
ket rate housing. It is sustainable. It is located in areas of 
opportunity: close to good schools, healthcare providers, 
grocery stores, reliable public transportation, parks, com-
munity amenities, and resources offering opportunity for 
economic mobility. Justice housing reflects justice.

This is not a completely new idea. There are organiza-
tions focused on housing justice. There are movements and 
coalitions fighting for tenant rights and against historic sys-
temic racism in the housing system. We first heard the term 
justice housing from Jubilee Housing, a pioneer in housing 
development and services, leading the way in producing 
housing that meets these standards in Washington, D.C.2 

While the idea of justice housing has been around for a 
while, churches don’t talk about it very often. 

But we should.
This is too important to leave to market forces. Too im-

portant to leave to just government, nonprofits, and other 
providers. We are called, as followers of Jesus, to fight for 
justice housing. 

Let’s explore how.
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CHAPTER  3

THE  ACT I ON

“What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone 
claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save 
them? Suppose a brother or a sister is without clothes and 
daily food. If one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep 

warm and well fed,” but does nothing about their physical 
needs, what good is it? In the same way, faith by itself, if 

it is not accompanied by action, is dead. But someone will 
say, “You have faith; I have deeds.” Show me your faith 

without deeds, and I will show you my faith by my deeds.”
James 2:14-18

“The church has to quit thinking so small. Of all people, we 
are the new creation. Our new heaven and new earth. But 
instead of thinking like that, we have an ant hill attitude. 
A mole hill mentality. And the church has to become more 
bold…It’s nice to do things individually, but the individual 

church can’t do what needs to be done. It needs to be a 
multi-church movement.”

Rev. Lionel Edmonds, Pastor at Mt. Lebanon Baptist 
Church, founder of House of Lebanon1

Our call to pursue housing justice is clear, but how 
we do that may seem less straightforward. At Just 

Homes, we frequently hear from churches that they 
want to help. They can see the rising cost of housing 
but they feel overwhelmed by the magnitude and com-
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plexity of the problem. They are at a loss with how they 
can help -- if they can help. That’s where Just Homes 
comes in.

We believe everyone can do something. In fact, we 
believe that when churches band together and tack-
le this problem as a unit, we have the power to com-
pletely eliminate our city’s shortage of justice hous-

ing. Backed by the power of 
the Holy Spirit, churches can 
transform this city’s housing 
landscape and ensure every-
one has access to not only 
affordable housing but jus-
tice housing.

Each church has unique re-
sources and gifts that can be 
used to transform D.C. into a 
just city where everyone has 
a home. What one church can 
do might be different from 
another, but together we, 
the body of Christ, can make 
a serious impact. And Just 
Homes is here to equip, mo-
bilize, and coordinate those 
efforts so we can all do our 

part -- individually and together.
What follows is a practical guide to direct ways that 

churches in D.C. can tangibly work toward housing 
justice. These ideas are designed to get you and your 
congregation thinking creatively about what role your 
church could play.

Just Homes is here to walk through these ideas with 
you and help you discern where your church is best suit-
ed to act, based upon your unique resources, context, 
and calling. As a starting point, we have identified three 
categories of activities of realistic action for churches. 

Backed by the 
power of the 
Holy Spirit, 
churches can 
transform this 
city’s housing 
landscape and 
ensure everyone 
has access to not 
only affordable 
housing but 
justice housing.
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We call these categories Build, 
Invest, and Serve.

No church can do every-
thing, but we firmly believe 
every church can do some-
thing. Let’s work together to 
figure out what that some-
thing is. 

No church can 
do everything, 
but we firmly 
believe every 
church can do 
something. 
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CHAPTER  4

BUI L D
Casting a vision for justice housing

“Unless the Lord builds the house,  
the builders labor in vain.”

Psalm 127:1

“Churches have a collective power to bring about significant 
change in community and we have to understand that sal-

vation is more than just Sunday mornings. The need is 24/7.”
Rev. Joe Daniels, Lead Pastor at The Emory 
Fellowship, Founder of The Beacon Center1

What if we told you that D.C. churches hold the 
resources to provide homes for over half of the 

extremely low-income renters without adequate hous-
ing in D.C.?

They do. 
Churches in D.C. collectively own over 2.5 million 

square feet of vacant land.
2.5 million square feet.2

That’s enough land to build, conservatively, 15,000 
units—each one a home for a household in the city suffer-
ing from inadequate housing today.3

This land exists in every neighborhood across the city. 
It is in neighborhoods with high opportunity, access to 
reliable public transportation, well-paying jobs, high-per-
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forming schools. This means churches hold the most 
valuable resource for building justice housing: land.

Yet our city is losing these resources. According to 
research conducted by Sacred Spaces Conservancy, 
the neighborhood of Capitol Hill lost 40% of its reli-
gious spaces between 2008 and 2018, and as of ear-
ly 2019, 6% more were for sale.4 Churches across the 
District are facing the impossible decision of how to 
grapple with financial struggles, buildings in need of re-
pair, and dwindling congregations. Many have sold their 
property, which is a completely reasonable and under-
standable decision. Financial pressure and a hot real es-
tate market are causing our city to lose not only sacred, 
historic spaces, but also the valuable land resource that 
could be used for justice housing development.

But what if there were a way for churches to solve 
their financial problems while also meeting a serious 
need in the city? Retain their presence in their commu-
nities and provide a home for their neighbors in need? 

There is. Churches can build justice housing. 
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This idea isn’t nearly as far-fetched as it may seem. 
We’ve seen a handful of churches in the D.C. area suc-
cessfully build justice housing on their own property, 
and most are able to receive financial benefits while 
doing so. By leasing land to developers and partnering 
with them to design and build justice housing, churches 
can produce physical homes for those in need in their 
communities.

We know this is possible as a widespread movement 
because churches have been doing it for decades. It 
was churches that rebuilt the Shaw/U Street Area after 
the tensions of 1968 led to widespread property dam-
age. The Model Inner City Community Organization, a 
coalition of mostly black churches led by civil rights ac-
tivist and pastor of New Bethel Baptist Church, Walter 
Fauntroy, was instrumental in creating affordable hous-
ing in the area,5 and churches like Bible Way Temple 
have continued this work in the decades since. 

Let’s look at some more recent examples:

THE BEACON CENTER
The Emory Fellowship, Brightwood neighborhood 
of D.C.
99 units of affordable housing along with a food 
pantry, cafe, job training programs, and a small 
business development space

Pastor Joe Daniels of Emory Fellowship first had the vision 
for housing development in 1995, when he looked across 
the street from his church and envisioned an entire block of 
new homes for his most vulnerable neighbors. The church 
began serving food to people experiencing homelessness, 
then began offering temporary emergency shelter. Slowly 
that shelter expanded to 30 day transitional housing, then 
60, then 90. Soon, Pastor Daniels and his congregants re-
alized permanent solutions were needed and they began 
to work to construct new, permanent, affordable hous-
ing. Because Emory’s congregants had relationships with 
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these homeless families, they were able to recognize the 
serious need for housing in the community, and they were 
on board with embarking on a larger development project. 
Emory Fellowship partnered with a mission-driven devel-
oper The Community Builders to design and develop a 99-
unit apartment building using land surrounding the historic 
church. They were also able to renovate their church in the 
process.

As a co-developer, Emory was able to retain both influ-
ence over the project and ownership of the land and building. 
They were able to influence the vision of the project, which 
includes a locally owned cafe that provides job training for 
returning citizens, a food pantry, an immigration clinic, and 
space for future enterprises to grow and develop, in addition 
to the almost 100 units of affordable housing.

There were challenges: the denominational approval 
process, historic preservation, and community opposition. 
But each step of the way, the church bathed the process in 
prayer and partners came along to help clear hurdles.

This new community epitomizes the concept of justice 
housing. It officially opened in March of 2019.

THE SPIRE
Episcopal Church of the Resurrection 
113 of affordable housing, including many  
family-sized units

In 2012, the rector of Alexandria’s Episcopal Church of the 
Resurrection (ECR) retired. During the search for a new 
rector, the church began to wonder whether any rector 
would want to come to their parish, which was experienc-
ing a declining attendance and diminishing finances. This 
triggered a re-visioning process, where the church came up 
with a wealth of ideas for filling their financial gaps and 
revitalizing their community. One idea: building housing as 
a possible income stream and a catalyst to revive the con-
gregation.

After talking with other churches who had gone through 
similar struggles and interviewing a variety of developers, 
ECR came up with a plan to tear down their current church 
building, build a smaller sanctuary, and construct over 100 
units of affordable housing around the new church. This plan 
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had the dual benefit of both establishing a revenue stream 
for the church and providing a service to the community.

ECR decided to lease portion of their property to AHC 
Inc, one of the largest affordable housing developers in 
Northern Virginia, in order to develop the housing complex. 
With the revenue from this 99-year land lease, ECR is pay-
ing for its new church building. They worked with lawyers to 
include language in the agreement that gives ECR influence 
over the vision and mission of the housing development.

Though the project has faced challenges, the congrega-
tion’s faith has sustained them. “One thing after another 
has come our way, and I firmly believe it’s God taking care 
of us,” says project lead, Betsy Faga. “God just took care of 
us. It’s unbelievable.”

The project is expected to open in 2021.

In the past few years, faith communities across the 
country have begun exploring housing development. 
The Interfaith Alliance of Colorado is leading houses 
of worship through the development process, creating 
critical affordable housing in communities across the 
state, including high-cost metropolitan areas like Den-
ver.6 The New York Land Opportunity Program is help-
ing churches in New York City take on housing devel-
opment projects to preserve their presence in rapidly 
developing neighborhoods, increasing the affordable 
housing supply in one of the most expensive housing 
markets in the nation.7 A coalition of churches in San 
Diego has begun a movement to develop affordable 
housing on church property called “Yes in God’s Back-
yard” or YIGBY, to counter the community opposition 
movement of “Not in My Backyard” or NIMBY, which 
often hinders affordable housing development.8 Across 
the nation, houses of worship are beginning to catch 
on to this idea: we have the resources to help solve this 
problem, so let’s do our part.
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Here in the D.C. area, 
the Faith-Based Devel-
opment Initiative, from 
Enterprise Community 
Partners, has been work-
ing over the past decade 
to provide grants and 
technical assistance to 
houses of worship look-
ing to develop housing 
and community space 
on their property. Enter-
prise has supported the 

development of over 1,000 units of housing across the 
Mid-Atlantic region.9 

With the help of resources like these, churches can re-
spond to the call to housing justice directly and tangibly 
by developing housing on land that they already own.

Perhaps these large projects seem intimidating and 
overwhelming. Your church doesn’t have to build big to 
make a powerful impact. With such a serious shortage 
of justice housing in our region, every unit of added sup-
ply helps. Living Word Church in Southeast Washington 
built Trinity Plaza, providing 49 units of housing afford-
able to low-income households.10 Similarly, Macedonia 
Baptist Church built The Macedonian, a 36-unit building 
in the Nauck neighborhood of Arlington, VA. This build-
ing has won green building and design awards, and in-
cludes office space for the church’s community devel-
opment corporation and a small business incubator.11 
Churches can transform unused parish housing into 
affordable homes or convert a basement space into a 
few apartment units. The possibilities are vast, and Just 
Homes is here to creatively brainstorm alongside you.

What if your church doesn’t own any land? Not a 
problem. Not every church that has built housing has 
done so on its own property. In fact, many haven’t. 

Across the nation, 
houses of worship 
are beginning to 
catch on to this 
idea: we have the 
resources to help 
solve this problem, 
so let’s do our part.
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Instead, they have found other creative ways to spur 
housing development. We can’t let lack of land owner-
ship stop us from dreaming big about building. 

•	 First Baptist Church of Clarendon built 116 units 
directly above their church building, in the mid-
dle of a densely populated, metro accessible 
neighborhood in Arlington. No extra land was 
needed. 

•	 Bible Way has formed strategic partnerships and 
gained access to city-owned land across the Dis-
trict to create hundreds of units of justice hous-
ing in highly-sought-after neighborhoods. 

Let’s take an in depth look at one other example of 
creative thinking producing more housing in an area 
that truly needs it:

HOUSE OF LEBANON
Mt. Lebanon Baptist Church, Truxton Circle 
neighborhood of D.C.
82 units for seniors age 55+ with large  
community space

Pastor Lionel Edmonds of Mt. Lebanon Baptist Church 
has always believed the church should provide for its im-
mediate community and serve as an anchor institution in 
its neighborhood. However, when he looked around his 
church’s neighborhood of Truxton Circle, he realized the 
church was full of people who couldn’t afford to live in the 
neighborhood anymore. His solution: increase the stock of 
affordable housing to members of the community. 

Mt. Lebanon had no space on their property to build 
anything. But, soon after Pastor Edmonds first had the idea 
to get involved in housing, an old school building near the 
church went up for sale. Pastor Edmonds realized bidding 
developers were much more likely to get approval to devel-
op if they had community buy-in, so he started talking to 
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those bidding to hear what their plans were for the space. 
He built a relationship with Mission First, a non-profit devel-
oper with experience in affordable housing development, 
and together they successfully bid on the property. 

Mt. Lebanon entered into a joint venture partnership 
with Mission First. Together, they created House of Leba-
non, which opened in 2015, providing 82 new homes for 
low-income seniors. As an active partner in the develop-
ment process, Mt Lebanon CDC was able to “keep an eye” 
on the developer and make sure the vision didn’t get lost. 
Since this project, Mission First and Mt Lebanon have been 
exploring other development projects for partnership.12

How would our church even begin 
considering something like this?
That’s where Just Homes comes in. You’re not in this 
alone. No one studied development finance, zoning 
codes, or architecture at seminary. No pastor or lay 
leader is expected to be an expert in any of this. Just 
Homes will provide you with enough basic understand-
ing of these ideas to feel comfortable sitting at the table 
with development and finance partners. We’ll help you 
find those trusted partners, develop relationships with 
them, and work together to directly provide homes for 
your neighbors.

And developers want to work with churches. Pas-
tor Edmonds, Pastor Daniels, and others who have suc-
cessfully developed justice housing emphasize that 
churches hold a lot more power than they think they 
do, even if they don’t own land. Developers know that 
if they have a formal partnership with a church or other 
community group, they will have an advantage when 
applying for building approval and city-awarded com-
petitive financing. Since funding works on a points sys-
tem, and points are awarded for community partners, 
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like churches, developers seek out such partners when 
looking for new projects -- particularly affordable hous-
ing projects. With these partnerships, churches like Mt. 
Lebanon are able to have input with developers without 
putting much money down up front. 

Let’s explore this further. How do we 
start?
Just Homes has prepared a basic step-by-step guide to 
development, designed to introduce the basic terminol-
ogy you’ll need to sit at the table with developers. This 
“Development 101 Guide” is available in the Appendix 
of this booklet and on our website, and it can act as a 
starting point for wrapping your head around the devel-
opment process. We encourage you to dip your toes 
into the development waters with this guide, and let us 
walk with you as you explore further.

This sounds hard and complicated. 
Maybe we should just sell our land and 
use the money to build a new church 
outside the city.

You’re not alone in thinking this. In fact, too many 
churches in D.C. are facing this exact question: how do 
we cope with declining attendance, dwindling finances, 
dilapidated buildings, membership moving to the sub-
urbs, and constant offers from developers for way more 
money than we could ever ask for? It’s not just our city 
that faces this question. Churches across the nation are 
dealing with similar challenges.13 

It breaks our hearts to see so many churches in this 
position. No one should have to make this impossible 



54 • BUILDING A JUST HOME

choice. Yet, instead of al-
lowing our spaces to be 
turned into yet another 
luxury condo,14,15 event 
space,16 hotel,17 or skate 
park,18 we can think cre-
atively and reimagine 
our space in a way that 
remains in line with the 
church mission and call-
ing for its community. 

Alexandria’s Episcopal 
Church of the Resurrec-

tion, which we discussed above, managed to find a way 
to save the church and add housing. It’s the same story 
with First Baptist of Clarendon, and the same with a 
handful of churches within the National Capital Presby-
tery network. In fact, churches like Westminster Presby-
terian Church in Southwest D.C. are seeing a renewed 
interest in their congregation because of the excite-
ment surrounding their housing development project. 
Co-Pastor Brian Hamilton says his church membership 
has been energized and the surrounding community 
has been more willing to engage after seeing the church 
take action in pursuit of a community need. With more 
and more young people identifying as non-religious, 
these justice and action-oriented churches have found 
a way to live out their faith and open their arms to peo-
ple who had previously written off the church.

When we face challenges, we don’t always need to 
close up shop and try again somewhere else. Let’s think 
outside the box, step out in faith, and see if we can’t 
come up with a better solution.

We can think 
creatively and 
reimagine our 
space in a way that 
remains in line with 
the church mission 
and calling for its 
community.
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CHAPTER  5

I N VEST
Putting our money where our hearts are

“Now he who supplies seed to the sower and bread for 
food will also supply and increase your store of seed and 
will enlarge the harvest of your righteousness. You will be 

enriched in every way so that you can be generous on every 
occasion, and through us your generosity will result in 

thanksgiving to God.” 
2 Corinthians 9:10-11

“If our giving does not at all pinch or hamper us, I should 
say it is too small. There ought to be things we should 

like to do and cannot because our commitment to giving 
excludes them.”

C.S. Lewis1

We hope we’ve made the case that justice hous-
ing development is within reach for more congre-

gations than might have otherwise considered it, but 
we recognize it may not be for everyone. However, that 
doesn’t mean you and your church can’t still directly 
support the development of justice housing. 

Churches as institutions and parishioners as individ-
uals can invest in justice housing, no matter the size 
of their bank accounts. Thoughtful stewardship of our 
finances means something different for everyone, but 
let’s explore the scriptural foundation and prayerful-
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ly consider how God is calling 
each of us in this space. 

First, the foundation of the 
call to stewardship: The laws of 
the Jubilee Year commanded 
that all land be returned to its 
original owner every 50 years, 
to equalize wealth accumula-
tion. What a countercultural 
idea for us in the United States! 

But this idea has a powerful foundation: nothing is ac-
tually ours. It is all God’s. In Leviticus 25:23, God tells us 
“The land must not be sold permanently, because the 
land is mine and you reside in my land as foreigners and 
strangers.” We are only stewards of what is God’s, so 
the deathly tight grip we have over our possessions are 
misguided--they aren’t ours to begin with.2 

We often like the idea of generosity, but when it 
comes to practicing it, we come up with excuses. Pas-
tor Eugene Cho writes, “So many of us want to serve 
Christ, but we want to serve Him on our terms. We want 
to ask people toward generosity without the person-
al commitment to live generously.”3 We all probably 
have more in common with the rich young man in the 
gospels than we care to admit.4 While Jesus gave this 
young man a specific command -- to sell all his posses-
sions, give to the poor, and follow Jesus -- we can hear 
his words as a warning for us: don’t cling so hard to the 
wealth and power that you have on this earth. Live with 
looser hands.

The D.C. Metro Area is home to the five wealthiest 
counties in the nation,5 yet one in four children in the 
District live in poverty.6 Money discussions are sensitive, 
particularly when we live in a city with such drastic eco-
nomic inequality, and when those engaged in faith com-
munities come from very different wealth backgrounds. 
This conversation looks different for those in positions 

We can all 
invest in justice 
housing, no 
matter the size 
of our bank 
accounts.
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of privilege and those who have been victimized by the 
many unjust aspects of our financial system. But each 
of us has a responsibility to prayerfully discern, in part-
nership with the Holy Spirit, what loosening our grip 
on our earthly possessions means for us.

What does this have to do with 
housing?
Financing is a substantial barrier to justice housing 
development. Any kind of housing development is 
expensive and complicated, but when the housing we 
are producing meets the standards of justice housing, 
it becomes even more expensive and complicated. 
However, faith institutions and their members can help.

There are a number of financial institutions in D.C. 
that are set up to sup-
port affordable housing 
development. When we, 
as D.C. residents, support 
these institutions, we help 
lower financial barriers to 
affordable housing devel-
opment. These financial 
institutions help turn our 
assets, even if they are 

small, into a powerful resource for development.
The following pages offer some practical ways indi-

viduals and churches can invest in housing develop-
ment. These tools require various financial means, but 
we believe there are general principles that anyone can 
learn from, regardless of financial situation.

Financing is a 
substantial barrier 
to justice housing 
development, but 
churches and their 
members can help.
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Community banking: make your bank 
account match your values.
A simple decision like which bank we use impacts our 
communities in more ways than we may realize. We all 
have some kind of bank account. We deposit our money 
into that bank, other people deposit their money into 
that bank, and each deposit contributes to a wide pool 
of capital the bank uses for loans. Individuals, organiza-
tions, and businesses take out those loans -- businesses 
that include housing developers.

The amount of loans a bank can give is directly re-
lated to its level of capital. Put simply, more deposits = 
more loans. So, where we place our deposits directly 
relates to loan access. This is, of course, an overly-sim-
plified view of banking, but it’s the basic process. 

All banks have lending standards, but certain banks 
have extra standards: mission-based standards. In ad-
dition to risk calculation, some banks take into account 
the vision of the loan applicant and the goal or location 
of the business for which the loan is being used. These 
banks assess the applicants with more rigor so that they 
direct loans to local organizations that seek to make a 
social impact. For example, they prioritize affordable 
housing or community spaces in low-income neighbor-
hoods. Most often, these are community banks, which 
seek to directly serve their geographic community. 
They are present in the city or neighborhood, and have 
the pulse of the local population and its needs. They 
understand local context and ensure deposits go back 
to work in the immediate community.7 Often, this work 
takes the form of local small business lending and com-
munity development capital, including for affordable 
housing.

When we as customers open accounts with local 
community banks, our deposits directly support the 
work of local affordable housing development.8 We 
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make banking decisions 
for a variety of reasons: 
convenience, amenities, 
rewards programs, or 
tradition, among others. 
Maybe you opened your 
first bank account be-
cause it was the only bank 
in the town you lived in. 
Maybe it’s the bank your 
parents or friends used, 
so it seemed like a good 
fit. But if you look at your 
banking choice now, can 
you identify why you use 

that bank? Was mission part of your search criteria? We 
believe it should be.

Banking is like voting with your dollars. By utilizing 
a certain bank, you are supporting their mission. Don’t 
you want to place your money in a bank whose mission 
you support? Regardless of the size of your account 
balance, your deposit can 
support loans made to de-
velop justice housing. Placing 
deposits in community banks 
allows you to financially sup-
port your immediate commu-
nity without spending extra 
money. Your money is sitting 
in a bank anyway, so why not 
let it go back to work in a way 
that serves the community?

When we as 
customers open 
accounts with 
local community 
banks, our deposits 
directly support 
the work of local 
affordable housing 
development.

Your money is 
sitting in a bank 
anyway, so why 

not let it go back 
to work in a way 

that serves the 
community?
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How do I choose what bank to use?
Just because a bank is classified as a community bank, 
it doesn’t automatically mean it is good for the com-
munity (or for you!). In fact, small banks can be just as 
guilty of perpetuating racial, social, and economic ineq-
uities as large and corporate banks.9 And small banks 
are not exempt from the discrimination that continues 
to plague our banking system.10 There are far too many 
examples of banks of all sizes not only failing to invest 
in the community, but blatantly harming low-income 
communities and communities of color by fueling dis-
placement,11 perpetuating segregation,12 and even sys-
tematically discriminating against these populations in 
lending decisions.13 

These are precisely the types of practices we do NOT 
want to support with our deposits, so it is critical that 
we do our research to make banking decisions through 
the lens of justice. When considering a bank, don’t be 
afraid to ask questions. 

•	 Who owns the bank?
•	 What is the bank’s mission?
•	 How are your deposits being invested?
•	 Does the bank take the mission and vision of a 

loan applicant into account before they approve 
or reject a loan?

•	 Are there investment products that are specially 
designated for local housing development?

•	 What products does the bank offer to low-in-
come residents of the community?

•	 What programs or supports do they offer to in-
crease financial literacy?

•	 Do they have a history of perpetuating redlining 
or other racially discriminatory practices? Is there 
evidence of continued discrimination?
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Knowing the answers 
to these questions helps 
you understand the so-
cial impact of the bank 
and the ways in which 
they might be helping 
advance priorities that 
align with yours. Making 
decisions based upon 
these criteria (in addition 
to convenience, suitabili-
ty to your needs, interest 
rates, and others), allows 
you to be a more socially 
conscious banker.14 Pick-
ing a bank that priori-

tizes affordable housing lending allows you to directly 
support affordable housing development while carrying 
out your regular banking activities.

Just Homes met with a variety of banks in D.C. that 
align with our values. We encourage you to explore 
what institution best meets your financial needs. We 
invite you to ask yourself: “How can I be putting my 
money where my heart is?”

Some examples of local community banks that support 
affordable housing development in Washington D.C. 
include City First Bank, Eagle Bank, and Industrial Bank. 
The International Community Banking Association 
offers a search tool that can help you in this research 
process.15 

Do none of these local banks work for you? Try look-
ing for Community Development Financial Institutions 
(CDFIs), which specialize in community development 
and are legally required to extend a certain percentage 
of their loans to low-income communities. Or search the 
B Corporation database, a list of companies that have 

Picking a bank 
that prioritizes 
affordable housing 
lending allows you 
to directly support 
affordable housing 
development while 
carrying out your 
regular banking 
activities.
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been evaluated and vetted for their impact on their lo-
cal communities by a neutral third party certifier.16

All this research will help you answer the question: 
what are my deposits supporting?

Social Impact Investing

Community banking is the most accessible financial 
tool for affordable housing investment, but it isn’t the 
only one. There are a variety of other innovative finan-
cial tools that directly fund local affordable housing and 
community development, mostly in the form of impact 
investment funds.

Impact investing is a broad term that refers to an in-
vestment strategy that not only gains financial returns 
but also seeks to achieve some social impact. Impact in-
vesting works like regular investing: investors place their 
money into a company, the company uses that money 
to do its business and make more money, and investors 
get a financial return on their original investment. The 
difference with impact investing is that along with a fi-
nancial return, there is some kind of measurable com-
munity impact, such as stronger school performance, 
reduced recidivism, or increased units of affordable 
housing. This is different from traditional philanthropy, 
because investors expect to gain a financial return on 
their investment, instead of just donating to a cause.17

Let’s look at a specific example to make this more 
tangible. In summer 2019, the Greater Washington Com-
munity Foundation launched an Impact Note that rais-
es funds for affordable housing development and pro-
duction of Permanent Supportive Housing units. Those 
who invest in the fund earn a financial return while their 
investments support creation of new homes for low-in-
come households in D.C.18
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Another example is the Manna Inc Capstone Fund. 
Manna is a nonprofit housing developer and housing 
counselor started by Church of the Savior in D.C. They 
have built over 1,200 units of affordable housing since 
they started in 1982.19 The Capstone Fund is a revolving 
loan fund that provides capital for Manna’s affordable 
housing development projects. Investors contribute in 
$1,000 increments and receive up to 3% rate of return. 
Rather than placing funds in a bank savings account, 
investors can receive a similar (or better) interest rate 
while increasing Manna’s ability to build more afford-
able housing.20 

Impact investing isn’t exclusively for people with 
high disposable incomes. There are more opportunities 
than ever for people with lower incomes to both invest 
in and speak into the use of investments for social im-
pact funds. More and more financial experts are work-
ing to eliminate the structural power inequities present 
in the current financial system. This means involving 
low-income communities, people of color, and margin-
alized populations in the wealth-creation opportunities 
once only open to wealthy white communities.21 

What does this mean 
for you? Consider invest-
ing in a fund like Manna’s 
Capstone Fund or other 
local social impact funds. 
The Just Homes website 
has information to help 

you pick a fund that’s right for you. Just like with the 
bank deposits, you can set sums of money in these 
funds and they will go to work in the community while 
you earn interest. Again, you’ll be putting your money 
where your heart is.

How can I put my 
money where my 
heart is?
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How does this apply to churches?
These strategies work on both an individual and insti-
tutional level. Think about your church’s assets. Do you 
have an endowment that can be invested in a low-risk 
impact fund? Do you have a building fund that can be 
safely stored in a community bank? Is there money that 
your church can be investing so it can gain interest and 
do social good at the same time? What about your 
church’s basic budgeting? Do you house your depos-
its in an institution that perpetuates economic dispari-
ties or one that seeks to promote equity and inclusion? 

When you hold events, do 
you make an effort to support 
local, independently-owned 
businesses? How can your 
church put its money where 
its heart is?

This is simple but not easy. 
Changing bank accounts, do-

ing background research -- this is a time-consuming ad-
dition to an already time-limited ministry life. But it is 
worth it to directly invest in housing that moves our city 
toward the vision of justice we seek. And Just Homes is 
here to help you navigate this process.

There are over 600 church-
es in D.C.22 Imagine if all those 
churches and all members 
of those churches began in-
vesting locally. Imagine the 
collective financial power we 
could generate: power that 
directly translates to expand-
ed financial access for afford-
able housing development. If 
churches and congregations 
came together to steward 

How can your 
church put its 
money where its 
heart is?

Imagine the 
collective 

financial power 
we could 

generate if all 
600 churches 
in D.C. began 

investing locally.



INVEST • 65

their financial gifts in ways that went back into the de-
velopment of justice housing, imagine the collective 
impact we could have.

As you consider what role your faith community can 
play in the movement toward housing justice in our city, 
consider what it looks like to put your money where 
your heart is.
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CHAPTER  6

SERVE
Making a house a home

“But he wanted to justify himself, so he asked Jesus, 
 “And who is my neighbor?”

In reply Jesus said: “A man was going down from Jeru-
salem to Jericho, when he was attacked by robbers. They 

stripped him of his clothes, beat him and went away, 
leaving him half dead. A priest happened to be going down 
the same road, and when he saw the man, he passed by on 
the other side. So too, a Levite, when he came to the place 

and saw him, passed by on the other side. But a Samaritan, 
as he traveled, came where the man was; and when he saw 
him, he took pity on him. He went to him and bandaged his 
wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he put the man on 

his own donkey, brought him to an inn and took care of him. 
The next day he took out two denarii and gave them to the 

innkeeper. ‘Look after him,’ he said, ‘and when I return, I will 
reimburse you for any extra expense you may have.’

“Which of these three do you think was a neighbor to the 
man who fell into the hands of robbers?”

The expert in the law replied,  
“The one who had mercy on him.”

Jesus told him, “Go and do likewise.”
Luke 10:25-37
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“We demonstrate love through our relationships with one 
another. And this love must be more than the words we speak 
but also the actions we take to relieve one another’s burdens. 

It is the only way our love can be sincere. It is the way in which 
we prove we know God’s love...May our relationships with one 
another radiate and demonstrate the abundant and generous 

love of God. May we have the courage and empowerment to 
live justly with and toward one another.”

Sunia Gibbs1 

Not all churches have land or the capacity to devel-
op. Not all churches have financial flexibility. But all 

churches have people. People who are called to love 
their neighbors. People who are vessels God uses to 
do His redemptive work on earth. Every church has the 
capacity to serve.

Jesus makes it clear that we are to love our neighbor. 
Using the Good Samaritan parable, he demonstrates 
that everyone is our neighbor, especially those we many 
otherwise overlook. So how do we do that? How do we 
love our neighbor through the lens of justice? And how 
does it relate to housing? 

After extensive conversations with social service 
providers in D.C. that work with people experiencing 
homelessness and housing insecurity, Just Homes iden-
tified a clear gap in services provided by organizations 
in the city: relational support for low-income house-
holds transitioning into permanent housing. In partner-
ship with these organizations, and in a quest to fill this 
gap, we designed the Just Homes Neighbor Team mod-
el for community relationship-building. Let’s explore 
what this model looks like, and the principles involved 
in serving with a justice mindset.
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Neighbor Teams: intentionally 
cultivating community relationships
When a low-income household transitions into a new 
home, it is a great blessing. But it is also a tense time of 
anxiety and chaos. Moving is hard. Moving is stressful. 
Transplanting your life, your family, and your routine 
to a new neighborhood is a challenge for anyone, and 
that burden is only exacerbated by any financial hard-
ship, trauma, or other weight many low-income house-
holds carry.

At the same time, churches are reliable, consistent 
support centers built precisely to provide relationships 
that can mitigate the hardships that these households 
face.

Think about the last time 
you moved to a new place. 
How did you feel? What 
caused you stress? What 
brought you comfort? Who 
was there to help you? 
What did you need in that 
time?

Finding affordable hous-
ing is hard enough, but 
that’s only the first step 
of the process of exiting 
homelessness or securing 
stable housing. There’s still 
the moving process, find-

ing furniture, setting up the new home, filling the home 
with necessities, and settling in. Then there’s exploring 
the neighborhood and getting acclimated to new shops, 
schools, bus routes, services, and neighbors. Each new 
step creates more opportunity for fear, stress, isola-
tion, and loneliness. And each new step presents an 
opportunity for friendship.

Think about the 
last time you 
moved to a new 
place. How did 
you feel? What 
caused you 
stress? What 
brought you 
comfort? 
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What could this friendship look like, practically? 
When a low-income household, ready to move into a 
new home, decides they want added support, they can 
be connected with a small group of trained volunteers 
who will serve as their Neighbor Team. The Neighbor 
Team helps the family move, and for the following year, 
they walk alongside the family, spending time togeth-
er and assisting with the kinds of transitional activities 
that take more time and dedication than traditional case 
managers can provide. This includes exploring and ac-
climating to the neighborhood, enrolling kids in school, 
and figuring out new transportation routes to get to 
work, school, and other places of interest. 

The Neighbor Teams serve as companions for Part-
ner Households as they walk through their transition. 
It’s more fun to explore your neighborhood when you 
have a buddy. It’s easier to connect with your neighbors 
when you have someone to do it with. It’s less stressful 
to set up your new home when you have someone walk-
ing alongside you, sharing the experience.

Getting to know your neighborhood, connecting with 
your neighbors, and making your house into an envi-
ronment where your whole family can thrive are critical 
steps in transforming your dwelling place into a place 
that can really feel like yours. In short, this kind of sup-
port can help transform a house into a home.

An example of partnering well: DC127

This is not an entirely new model. Just Homes modeled 
its family support system after a partner organization: 
DC127. DC127 is an initiative of D.C. churches that works 
to both support foster and adoptive families, and to 
prevent families from entering the foster system. They 
connect teams of volunteers with families in need of 
support in order to provide wrap-around relational com-
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munity. This support includes babysitters, host homes 
for times of crisis, parenting support, and connections 
to community resources. Since 2013, DC127 has helped 
keep families together and modeled a way to mobilize 
churches to love their neighbors, embracing the chil-
dren and families of the city.2 

We have to engage in this service 
carefully and thoughtfully.
Service too often does more harm than good. We’ve all 
seen or experienced cases where people and organiza-
tions with the best of intentions end up hurting rather 
than helping. Many of us have been part of those ser-
vices. Furthermore, the last thing low-income house-
holds in our city need is yet another “program” to be 
a part of. So we are wary of falling into these same 

patterns. That’s why this opt-in 
model focuses on friendship, not 
tasks. Serving well, in this context, 
is about relationships. We aren’t 
trying to set goals. We aren’t 
trying to accomplish particular 
benchmarks or breakthroughs. 
Our ultimate aim is ensuring no 
one feels alone.

These relationships between Partner Households and 
Neighbor Teams can easily become warped if not inten-
tionally cared for. They do not have to be power-im-
balanced, but they very well could be. That’s a danger 
anytime “service” happens. That’s why it’s all the more 
important that we actively work to combat any atti-
tude of paternalistic, patronizing, or savior-oriented 
relationship. 

We can do so, first, by reflecting on, acknowledging, 
and naming where those power imbalances exist. We’ve 

Our ultimate 
aim is 
ensuring 
no one feels 
alone.
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already explored the reality that low-income commu-
nities in D.C. are almost exclusively made up of peo-
ple of color. So, the majority of Partner Households will 
be people of color and the majority of Neighbor Teams 
will be upwardly mobile young professionals, many of 
whom are white. Of course this will not always be the 
case, but it will not be uncommon. These demographics 
naturally bring with them issues of privilege and power. 

That doesn’t mean we avoid these relationships. 
Rather, we have to acknowledge the privilege and pow-
er dynamics that exist in each unique partnership. We 
have to remain vigilantly sensitive to them, and to not 
be afraid to openly discuss them if needed. As such, it is 
all the more important for Neighbor Teams to lead with 
relationship, self-awareness, and humility, ensuring it is 
the Holy Spirit guiding their actions at all times. Only 
then can we hope to avoid potential harm. 

Some best practice principles can help 
us with this attitude. 
First, only households who want the support of a 
Neighbor Team are connected with one. No one is 
forced, pressured, or tricked into signing up. Households 
reach out to us to be connected, and we in turn find a 
compatible Neighbor Team.

Prior to any connection with a Partner Household, 
Just Homes trains members of Neighbor Teams in the 
best practices of serving well, such as biblical hospi-
tality, cultural humility, and empathy. This training in-
cludes the challenges of embracing cross-cultural and 
cross-power differences and the posture to adopt when 
entering these situations.

The Just Homes training also includes setting expec-
tations. Both Neighbor Teams and Partner Households 
must have realistic expectations for their relationships. 
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For the Partner Household that means understanding 
what kind of support Neighbor Teams can and can’t pro-
vide. For example, a Neighbor Team cannot and should 
not be providing care that requires specialized training 
like mental health support or financial counseling. But 
they can support a Neighbor Team through locating 
someone who can provide those services. For Neighbor 
Teams, setting expectations involves understanding the 
reality of the Partner Household’s situation. For exam-
ple, if all that happens when partnering with a family is 
that they have someone to call when they’re having a 

bad day, the partnership 
is a success.3 Just Homes 
Neighbor Teams are not 
seeking to fix their neigh-
bors. They’re seeking to 
love them.

When Neighbor Teams 
and Partner Households 
come together, they fo-
cus on building commu-
nity. That takes time, of 

course, but activities like moving, gathering household 
supplies, grocery shopping together, cooking together, 
taking kids to the park, and sharing meals helps. All re-
lationships take intentional time and care, and these are 
no different. That’s why we ask teams to commit to at 
least a year of partnership. 

Again, Neighbor Team and Partner Household rela-
tionships are not about accomplishing specific goals 
within a specific time period or correcting anything 
about either party. Rather, these relationships are 
about coming together, connecting to community, and 
making each other feel less isolated. Or, as Pastor Jon-
athan Brooks writes, “We know that God specializes in 
changing hearts, so we want to specialize in loving un-
conditionally.”4

Just Homes 
Neighbor Teams 
are not seeking to 
fix their neighbors. 
They’re seeking to 
love them.
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Building God’s just king-
dom is hard, but intentional 
work. It will often be frustrat-
ing. But, as we’ve discussed 
before, we have a special tool 
on our side: the Holy Spirit. 
Any of us regularly walking 
in relationship with neighbors 
experiencing the hardships of 

housing insecurity and poverty will at times feel worn 
out, burnt out, and demoralized. Poverty is a cruel, un-
just system and more often than not, we feel helpless 
against the forces that perpetu-
ate this system. But we have to 
trust that if God calls us to these 
relationships, he also equips 
us for them. And we can’t for-
get the valuable resource we 
have to offer in these relation-
ships: prayer. God calls us, as 
he called the exiles in the book 
of Jeremiah, to pray for the city. 
Not just be present physically, 
not just offer time, money, and 
talent, but to pray for it. That’s something we can all do, 
and it’s no small act.

Through the incarnation, Jesus literally clothed him-
self in humanity and walked among us, building friend-
ships, engaging in life’s mundane tasks, celebrating 
life’s joys, and mourning life’s sorrows. Jesus came to 
save us, but he also came to know us. And by knowing 
us, and loving us enough to die for us, He taught us how 
to love others. 

We’ll close with wisdom from the evangelist John: 
“This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid 
down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives 
for our brothers and sisters. If anyone has material pos-

Building God’s 
just kingdom 
is hard, but 
intentional 
work. 

We have to 
trust that 

if God calls 
us to these 

relationships, 
he also equips 

us for them. 
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sessions and sees a brother or sister in need but has no 
pity on them, how can the love of God be in that per-
son? Dear children, let us not love with words or speech 
but with actions and in truth.”5

Churches can and must be thoughtful, intentional 
neighbors. Because when we live in communities where 
neighbors know one another, pray for one another, and 
carry one another’s burdens, we take one step closer to 
the Kingdom vision of communities we long for.

What’s next for you? Talk to us about forming a Neigh-
bor Team in your congregation. Just Homes Neighbor 
Teams create structure and opportunity for congrega-
tions across the city to love their neighbors during a 
vulnerable time in their lives. 

When our churches serve our neighbors in this way, 
we can help turn a house into a home.
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CON CLUS ION

With what shall I come before the Lord
    and bow down before the exalted God?

Shall I come before him with burnt offerings,
    with calves a year old?

Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams,
    with ten thousand rivers of olive oil?

Shall I offer my firstborn for my transgression,
    the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?
He has shown you, O mortal, what is good.
    And what does the Lord require of you?

To act justly and to love mercy
    and to walk humbly with your God.

Micah 6:6-8

“We need to pursue justice not just because the world is 
broken but because we’re broken, too. Pursuing justice and 

living a just life every day helps us put our own lives in 
order. Perhaps this is what God intended--that in doing his 
work serving others, we discover more of his character and 

are changed ourselves.” 
Eugene Cho1
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Your place of residence is not a mistake; rather it is an 
invitation to partner with God in the work He’s doing in 

your neighborhood.
Darryl Ford2

In our discussion of biblical justice, we invited you to 
imagine a truly just city. What might God say if we 

asked Him a similar question? According to Isaiah 65, if 
God were to build a city from the ground up, He would 
build a place where there is joy, no weeping, no infant 
mortality, full lives, reward for labor, fulfilling and 
meaningful work, confidence in the future, abundant 
blessing, intergenerational family support, and no vio-
lence of any kind.3

Scripture promises us this future to look forward to, 
and in the preceding chapters, we’ve explored why it’s 
not enough to just imagine such a future. We are called 
to actively take steps toward this imagined idea. Be-
cause we, the church, are backed by the power of the 
Holy Spirit and motivated by Christ’s perfect example 
to boldly act in pursuit of justice. If we only imagine, 
we aren’t fulfilling our call to be God’s hands and feet 
on earth. 

D.C. Pastor Lionel Edmonds believes churches have 
to dream bigger and demand more. “We think too small 
in our churches,” he says. “What’s wrong with having a 
half a billion dollar affordable housing fund? A billion 
dollar affordable housing fund? Why can’t we have an 

anti-poverty agenda that puts 
some meat on the bones of 
the vision?”4 

We must champion this just 
version of Washington, D.C. 
with persistence and patience. 
Persistence because we will 
surely face seemingly insur-

Churches 
have to dream 
bigger and 
demand more.
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mountable obstacles. Pa-
tience because the road will 
be long. Theologian Eldin 
Villafañe calls this posture 
Burning Patience. “Burning 
Patience is that quality of 
faith which permits one to 
live in the ‘now and not yet,’ 
to live in the tension of the 
age to come and the pres-
ent age. It is the quality of 

faith that gives meaning and strength to our present 
endeavors...Trials and tribulations will come. Failures 
will be real. Yet we have a vision of the splendid city. 
We have a foretaste of heaven, the Spirit of God burns 
within us -- we have hope, we can be patient. We have 
a ‘burning patience’!”5

We need that burning patience because the chasm 
between the vision of a just city and our current reality is 
daunting. The forces that overwhelm our city -- power, 
gentrification, displacement, racism, corporate and indi-
vidual greed, complacency -- can feel like strongholds. 
The enemy has infiltrated every individual and system 
and will continue to forcefully combat any effort at pur-
suing justice; and prevent us from closing the divide be-
tween the current reality and the Kingdom on earth as it 
is in Heaven. Yet as daugh-
ters and sons of God, we 
are equipped precisely for 
this chasm-closing work: 
the work of reconciliation. 

As the church builds 
or invests in affordable 
housing, and as we serve 
in our community, we do 
so through the lens of rec-
onciliation. Everything we 

Trials and 
tribulations will 
come. Failures 
will be real. Yet 
we have a vision 
of the splendid 
city.

As daughters 
and sons of God, 
we are equipped 

precisely for this 
chasm-closing 

work: the work of 
reconciliation.
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do must be in pursuit of the goal of bringing wholeness 
to our communities, reconciling all residents, new and 
old, under the vision of a just city where all can dwell. 
In D.C., like many cities across the nation, housing con-
cerns are inseparable from race, power, privilege, and 
justice. Many of us benefit from the very displacement 
we have talked about in these pages. Many of us have 
been victims. Whichever role we play, we must be part 
of the solution. Because when we seek justice togeth-
er, we have the power to transform the city into a place 
we can all thrive.

Let’s make one thing clear: the brokenness of our city 
is not in any way a judgment of the people in our city. 
Nor is the city a place that needs to be “cured” or “set 
free” or “saved” by outsiders or newcomers. All of the 
tools to bring flourishing, renewal, and wholeness al-
ready exist in this beloved place we call home. 

That’s why Just Homes is a movement of churches, 
those who have been active in the city for decades and 
those who are new -- all with varying gifts to lend to the 
pursuit of shalom. All of us churches, especially those in 
positions of privilege or power, must remain relentless-
ly self-aware and humble, seeking the guidance of the 
Holy Spirit as we seek the welfare of our city. And that 
is what we are commanded to do. We, like the exiles in 
the book of Jeremiah, are called to seek the shalom of 
our city in prayer and in action. 

We, the church, have great potential. Imagine a his-
torically black church, land-rich but lacking in finan-
cial resources, where parishioners are being displaced, 
joining forces with a young, majority white church with 
strong finances. Imagine these churches partnering to 
build justice housing, walking alongside and learning 
from each other in the process. Imagine these congre-
gations not only sharing resources but sharing lives, 
stories, relationships. Two churches that would other-
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wise exist in different worlds coming together to serve 
the community. 

As disciples of Jesus, we are called to be peacemak-
ers, and that includes taking steps toward those who 
are different from us, crossing the divides that have 
fragmented our city, and uniting under the saving pow-
er of the gospel to combat the segregated, divisive at-
mosphere we currently live in. When we work together 
to meet tangible housing needs in our city, we can si-
multaneously begin to repair the fragmentation of our 

church as well. 
The Just Homes pillars 

of build, invest, and serve, 
are designed with this vi-
sion in mind: churches 
working together to seek 
the shalom of our city. 

In a Ted Talk about 
gentrification, architect 
and urban planner Liz 
Ogbu says, “I have yet to 
set foot in a place where 

pain didn’t exist and the potential for healing was ab-
sent.”6 Ogbu goes on to say, “I believe that many of you 
are unhappy with the way that things are now. Believe 
that it can be different. I believe that you all are far more 
resilient than you think. But the first step requires cour-
age -- the courage to see each other’s pain, and to be 
willing to stay in the presence of it, even when it gets 
uncomfortable. Just imagine the change that we can 
make together.” Imagine the change the church can 
make together.

The lack of justice housing in our community is a 
problem so big that no one entity is going to solve it 
independently. The church has a critical role to play, 
and if we can come together to tackle this problem as 
a united body, we have incredible potential. Potential 

Just Homes was 
designed with this 
vision in mind: 
churches working 
together to seek the 
shalom of our city.
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to transform the housing landscape in our city in a way 
that promotes justice. Potential to usher in the vision 
of a just city where everyone has a home. Just Homes 
exists to mobilize and equip the church to play this role.

Our city has enough divisions. It’s time for the church 
to start mending them. 

So join us, and let’s get to work.
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My church may be interested in 
development. Now what?
The following pages outline the general steps any house 
of worship must go through to move from visioning to 
the completion of a development project. These steps 
were compiled based on conversations with housing 
developers, development consultants, representatives 
from churches who have engaged in development, and 
other content experts in this field.1 

This is an introduction, simplified for brevity, de-
signed to give you a birds-eye overview of the process, 
introduce terms, and help you wrap your head around 
the idea of development. Though we lay this out in a 
set of linear steps, the process is more cyclical and the 
“steps” will weave within one another, and in many cas-
es happen simultaneously. Each project is different, but 
these general best practices can help guide your team. 
Let’s get started.

STEP 1
Discernment: 

identify your mission

STEP 2
Feasibility & Assessment: 

figure out what you’re working with
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STEP 3
Vision-Cast: 

figure out your why

STEP 4
Sell, Lease, or Build: 

make your first big decision

STEP 5
Mobilize: 

build your team

STEP 6
Reach Out: 

find your partner(s)

STEP 7
Seek Approvals: 

check all the bureaucratic boxes

STEP 8
Financing & Construction: 

turn this vision into a reality

STEP 9
Operations: 

manage the building

STEP 10
Celebrate!

STEP 1 • Discernment: identify your 
mission
There are many ways for a house of worship to meet the 
housing needs of its community. Though you can look 
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to other successful projects for inspiration, your project 
will be unique to your context, resources, and gifts. To 
help you discern what is right for your congregation, 
prayerfully consider these questions:

1.	 What resources does our church have?  
Do you have your own land to build on or 
property to redevelop? Can you purchase 
property to build or redevelop? Do you have 
members interested in purchasing buildings 
to rent out independently? What existing 
partnerships can you utilize? 
 
Resources take many forms: finances, 
knowledge, experience, partnerships, networks. 
Think creatively about what assets your 
community has to offer.

2.	What is our community? 
What is the physical, geographic region you sit 
in? What do you love about your neighborhood? 
Why are you committed to it? What is your 
church’s relationship with the neighborhood?

3.	What does our community need?  
Does your neighborhood need housing for 
seniors, youth transitioning out of foster care, 
returning citizens, ELI families, veterans? Do you 
need a grocery store, health clinic, arts space, 
small business incubator, or another community 
amenity that can be included in a housing 
complex? 
 
Don’t just speculate about the answers to these 
questions. Talk with your neighbors and listen 
carefully. The more community voices you can 
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engage with in the process of creating your 
vision, the more support you’ll generate for 
building permissions later in the process.2  
 
Don’t be afraid to take your time answering 
these questions. They are important. 

4.	How can we use our resources to meet those 
needs?  
This is the fun part. Flex your creative brain-
storming muscles. Think about how your church 
is uniquely positioned to meet the defined 
needs of your community.  Don’t be afraid to 
dream big! Think outside the box! You’ll get to 
feasibility questions later. What are your “God-
sized dreams?” 

Just Homes will talk through these questions with 
you, serving as a sounding board and thought partner. 
We’ll help you connect with friendly development ex-
perts for informal conversations that can help you nar-
row your options based on feasibility.

In addition to these big questions, your discernment 
process should include exploring the historical, com-
munity, and political context in which you are work-
ing. This will prepare you for the roadblocks you’ll likely 
face down the line, and help you discern who you might 
bring on to help you.

This discernment must include your congregation. 
The pastor can cast a vision, but unless the congrega-
tion is passionate about the project and the communi-
ty voice is included, the project will falter. Jill Norcross, 
who works as a development consultant with churches 
across Northern Virginia, has observed that the churches 
who are the most successful in this process are those 
who have the congregation on board with the plans, who 
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view development as part of their broader mission as a 
church, rather than as a unique and separate project.

STEP 2 • Feasibility & Assessment: 
figure out what you’re working with
Before you get too far in your planning, you need to 
have an objective third party assess your property. If 
you are building on your own land, ask for the following:

1.	 An appraisal of the value of your land -- how 
much is it worth?

2.	The buildable square footage -- how much land 
can you build on and how tall can your structure 
be?

3.	Rights & Regulations -- what air rights, land use 
issues, zoning restrictions, or other associated 
rights or regulations are you working with?

4.	Potential red flags -- is there a sewer line running 
through your property? A gas line? A restriction 
of some kind on the property? Something else 
that will make development cost-prohibitive or 
otherwise unfeasible?

If you’re looking at purchasing another property, this 
appraisal will likely be part of the purchasing process. 
Find out the data so you can be as informed as possible 
about what you’re working with.

Developers will often offer to assess your property, 
but be wary of their assessments because your prop-
erty could be worth more than they value it as. It’s best 
if you find an objective third party, such as a land ap-
praiser to make the assessment. Just Homes will help 
you find these people and, if you are comfortable, help 
research on your behalf.
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At this stage, you also want to conduct an internal 
assessment of organizational readiness: does your 
church have the capacity to take on this project? Do 
you have a decision-making process in place? What is 
your emotional energy level and what structures are in 
place that can get you to the finish line? Who do you 
need to get on board?

As you study the feasibility of your project, it will be 
helpful to hire a development consultant. You’ll need 
one eventually (see next step), and it can be helpful to 
bring them in at this stage to help you navigate the initial 
process. Just Homes will connect you with those who 
can help. For example, the Enterprise Faith-Based De-
velopment Initiative offers assistance with workshops 
on the basics of development, pro bono legal services, 
development consultant referrals, and some financing 
for both pre-development and construction.3 

STEP 3 • Vision-Cast: figure out your 
why
As you assess feasibility, remember those “God-sized 
dreams” you came up with back in Step 1. Write down 
the reasons why you want to build the thing you’re 
building. Who are you serving? Where, how, and when 
did God call you to this?

This will be a long and challenging process, and if 
you aren’t certain of and fully committed to your mis-
sion and vision, you will struggle to persevere.

It also helps to know your values and deal-breakers 
as you move into the phase of building your team and 
your partners. What parts of this vision are musts and 
which are negotiable?
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STEP 4 • Sell, Lease, or Build: make 
your first decision
For churches with their own property, this is likely the 
time for your first big decision. There are a few differ-
ent ways to transform your land resources into housing, 
each with its own benefits and drawbacks. Just Homes 
can help explore and advise which is right for your 
congregation. 

To start with, let’s explore these options as described 
by Virginia Diocesan Homes, a division of the Episco-
pal Diocese of Virginia that supports churches through 
housing development:

1.	 Sell land to the developer
•	 Advantage: Simplest option, provides income 

for the church, requires minimal effort on the 
part of the church

•	 Disadvantage: Church loses its ownership 
of the property, must relinquish its deci-
sion-making power over the property and 
provision of services 

2.	Lease land to the developer
•	 Advantages: Maintains ownership of proper-

ty, can still bring in income through the lease, 
brings in expertise and experience, reduces 
burden of managing day-to-day oversight 
and activities

•	 Disadvantage: Church has no say in the vision 
of the development once the agreement is 
made, no access to developers fee 

3.	Lease land and co-develop with a developer
•	 Advantages: Maintains ownership of property, 

brings income from both land lease and por-
tion of the developers fee, allows church to 
drive mission and vision of the development
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•	 Disadvantages: More risk, requires significant 
time, effort, and investment from church 
leadership4

Just Homes will make sure you have all the infor-
mation you need to make an informed decision. Many 
factors are involved -- land factors, church denomina-
tion factors, housing market factors, congregation and 
financial factors -- and often churches end up moving 
forward with a combination of these options.

For example, Westminster Presbyterian Church in 
Southwest D.C. sold a portion of its land outright and 
leased another portion for two separate development 
projects. Fairlington Presbyterian in Alexandria sold 
portion of its land for development but included an 
agreement with the developer that they could be part 
of the building design and planning process.

If you choose to sell, Just Homes can help you do 
so in a way that aligns with your mission. There are op-
portunities to sell your land using an affordable housing 
covenant to restrict use in the future and to preserve 
affordability, to sell your land to a community land trust 
to ensure its use remains mission-focused, or countless 
other creative solutions. 

Once again, you’re not making this decision alone. 
Just Homes will be there for you and bring in other 
trusted experts to help make the best decision for your 
congregation and community.

STEP 5 • Mobilize: build your team

Once you decide you’re ready to develop, you’ll need a 
committed team to complete your project. This includes 
internal and external people, both volunteers and paid 
professionals. 
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The following is a list of who should be included on 
your Internal Team:

1.	 Pastor: If your pastor is not able to buy into the 
vision of the project and champion the project 
within your congregation, you will struggle. The 
pastor doesn’t need to be the primary day-to-
day coordinator, but she or he must fully own the 
vision. 

2.	Internal Champion(s): This is the point person(s) 
in the congregation who will take on the organi-
zational leadership of this process. A committed 
volunteer or team of volunteers is needed to pro-
vide consistency, coordinate all the stakeholders 
involved, and keep the congregation informed 
and engaged.

3.	Community Development Corporation (CDC): 
Just Homes and most pastors who have gone 
through this process recommend that you form 
an independent 501(c)3 nonprofit development 
corporation to separate liability and finances 
from the church, and to open the door to more 
funding opportunities. This is not always neces-
sary, and some churches don’t take this step, but 
it is usually worth it in the long run:
•	 Just Homes can help you with the logistics 

involved in setting up this CDC
•	 Experts recommend filling 60% of the CDC 

board with people from your congregation 
and the rest with experienced development 
professionals who have embraced the vision 
of the project. This team will ensure all as-
pects of the project remain in line with the 
community vision.

4.	Development consultant: someone who has 
gone through the development process before 
and can help shepherd you through it. Develop-
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ment consultants will both explain the process to 
you and help protect you against bad deals.

5.	Lawyer with real estate/development expertise: 
you need someone who can fight for your inter-
ests. Not a joint lawyer for you and a developer. 
Not a lawyer who specializes in something else.

6.	Housing finance expert: someone to help navi-
gate the complicated affordable housing devel-
opment financing process and explain it to you 
as you make decisions.

As we discussed above, Just Homes can connect 
churches with these people and Enterprise FBDI has 
a bullpen of people available for these roles. Some of 
them work at discounted rates, some offer their ser-
vices for free, and others are referrals for full-time, full-
price professionals who have experience working with 
nonprofits or other houses of worship.

These early decisions are all overwhelming but as 
soon as you start talking with professionals, you’ll be 
surprised how quickly you pick up the vocabulary and 
concepts. Don’t be scared!

STEP 6 • Reach Out: find your 
partner(s)
You won’t be doing this project alone. You will always 
have some kind of development partner that you’re 
working with as well as a whole team of other profes-
sionals who do the work of your project. These roles 
include:

1.	 Developer: one or maybe two, depending upon 
the project

2.	Property Manager: will operate the property 
when it’s finished
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3.	Architect: puts your vision on paper
4.	General Contractor: makes sure the buildings is 

built
5.	Lenders/other financial partners: banks and or-

ganizations who finance the project

Once you have your development partner, they will 
likely help bring along the other partners, based upon 
their experience. The developer you choose to work 
with is, therefore, a key decision in this process.

You could have several developers bid for partnership 
with you on this project, because your land is valuable 
and they want to build on it. This doesn’t mean that de-
velopers are going to take advantage of you. Rather, it 
means you have important leverage in this partnership, 
and should be bold about asking for what you want. In 
that boldness, though, remember your feasibility study 
and be aware of what is realistic and what isn’t. Many 
church committees have unrealistic expectations about 
how much their land is worth, so do your research and 
refer to your development consultant to help you in this 
process. Getting an accurate appraisal of your property 
is also critical, as we saw above.

Take the time to review different proposals and de-
termine which partnership will be right for you and your 
congregation. Just Homes will help with this, both by 
reviewing the technical parts of the proposals and by 
partnering with you in prayerful discernment. Your de-
velopment consultant will also help with this.

Development partnerships can take different forms. 
The most common, which Just Homes recommends, is 
a joint venture between two groups: your church (or, 
even better, the CDC your church has formed) and a 
developer with affordable housing experience. Some-
times a larger developer who has good relationships 
with banks (bringing access to financing) can also be 
part of the venture. 



94 • BUILDING A JUST HOME

For example, Emory Fellowship formed the CDC 
Beacon of Light, and did a joint venture with The Com-
munity Builders, a mission-driven developer. Mt. Leba-
non Baptist Church formed Mt Lebanon CDC and did a 
joint venture with the mission-driven developer Mission 
First.

CDCs/Churches and Development Partners form a 
Joint Venture Agreement that outlines the following 
questions: 

1.	 Who has rights to make decisions? How will you 
resolve conflict?

2.	What kind of confidentiality measures do both 
parties want?

3.	Who is putting up money for risks? Who holds 
liability?

4.	Who gets the rewards? (Who is entitled to the 
developer fee? How do you split it? What is the 
timing for delivery of this fee? What about con-
tinued cash flow?)

5.	What does the exit strategy look like for both 
parties? Who owns the building at the end? How 
long must this building remain affordable?5

Do not say “we’ll figure this out as we go along.” 
Know all the possibilities from the beginning. Assert 
your rights from the beginning of the partnership. Think 
long-term. This is why you have a housing lawyer -- to 
help you draw up this agreement.

Remember when you were researching and dream-
ing about what kind of project you could build? As you 
find your trusted development partner, you’ll begin to 
put that dream onto paper. You’ll work with your devel-
oper, architects, engineers, contractors, and other pro-
fessionals who can help you come up with a realistic 
plan for your vision. 
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Remember you probably will not be able to do every-
thing that you initially envisioned, so be ready to make 
some sacrifices. Know what points are non-negotiable 
and be ready to back up why those aspects are import-
ant to you. Again, data from your community can help 
you make your case.

Don’t forget your biblical justice lens during this 
part of the process. Be realistic and flexible, but don’t 
forget your vision. How can this project as a whole best 
reflect the vision of biblical justice we discussed earlier? 
Can you include hiring local workers as part of the plan, 
to ensure the project creates jobs for the local com-
munity? Are green spaces, community spaces, and/or 
social service resources part of your design? Are the 
units designed in a way that upholds human dignity of 
residents? 

You likely will not be able to include all of these el-
ements, but incorporate as many as you can. They will 
likely increase the price of the development, but if you 
are confident in your call to ensure this housing is justice 
housing, it is worth the extra cost. This is the advantage 
to mission-centered, Kingdom-driven development.

STEP 7 • Seek Approvals: check all the 
bureaucratic boxes
If your church belongs to a denomination, the diocese, 
presbytery, council, elder board or other group, they 
may have authority over your property or spending. 
Ensure you have proper approval according to your 
context. Looping those parties in from the start will help 
smooth the way for approval when the time comes. 
These approvals can often take a lot of time, so start 
these conversations early and lead with relationship 
and vision.
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You’ll also need approvals from the city.  Permits are 
required for any demolition, digging, landscaping, and/
or construction. Permits can take longer than expect-
ed, so be aware that your timeline could get pushed 
back during this phase. Don’t be discouraged! Trust in 
God’s sovereignty over the process, remain faithful in 
prayer, and persist with patience. Unless the Lord builds 
the house, its laborers toil in vain.6 Also consider hiring 
permit expediters, who are usually well worth the add-
ed cost. 

You also may need to get permission for zoning 
changes, land use adjustments, or other related issues. 
In this phase, you’ll likely be engaging with the DC Of-
fice of Planning, DC Regulatory Affairs, and the Depart-
ment of Housing and Community Development. 

There are a lot of different parties to navigate, so it’s 
important your “internal champion” has clear communi-
cation skills. Remember those teams you built? Engage 
those people. Land use and housing finance experts 
can be helpful here as these processes can be long and 
complicated, and lawyers or other experts can help ex-
pedite the process.

Another source of approval that may be less formal 
than a permit but has equal potential to make or break 
your project: the community. Neighbors and even com-
munity activists outside your neighborhood can be vo-
cally opposed to development projects for a variety of 
reasons. They can block approvals and permits, so it is 
critical that your church and CDC be present at com-
munity meetings, community events, ANC proceed-
ings, and any zoning hearings. Do your research so 
you can make the argument as to why this community 
needs your development! Be sure you can answer the 
following questions:

1.	 What’s the history of the community? Historic 
Preservation battles are common, and knowing 
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your history can save your project. Pastor Daniels 
of Emory Fellowship faced an intense historic 
preservation battle, but was able to win approval 
by knowing his community’s history better than 
those trying to oppose the project on historic 
grounds.

2.	What are the demonstrated needs in your com-
munity that your project is fulfilling?

3.	What value are you adding to the community?
4.	What are the demographics of your community 

and how does your development fit in or chal-
lenge that? Why is that important?

Virtually every neighborhood in the District needs 
more affordable housing, yet virtually every neighbor-
hood has residents trying to block it. Your church is an 
anchor of the community, so don’t back down in the face 
of opposition. Utilize relationships with respected com-
munity leaders who can help champion your project.

STEP 8 • Financing & Construction: turn 
this vision into a reality
You got your approvals, and you’re ready to start the 
actual building process! Fortunately, your development 
partner will likely handle most of the financing issues, 
but your internal team should know enough to keep up 
with the process. This is, again, why a housing finance 
expert should be part of your team.

You could study housing development finance for 
years, so we’re not going to try to give you a full edu-
cation here. Instead, here are a few basic concepts you 
need to know to sit at the table:

Every real estate development project has a list of 
sources and uses. 
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•	 Sources are the places your money is coming 
from and uses are the things you’re spending it 
on. 

•	 Sources are almost always a combination of 
debt (money you have to pay back with interest) 
and equity (money you don’t pay back, raised 
through attracting investors to your project). 

•	 Uses include predevelopment costs, construction 
costs, paying contractors, paying down debt, 
etc.7 

When you are building affordable units, you should 
minimize debt. In market rate housing construction, 
debt is the larger part of the financing deal because 
the rent that future residents pay helps to pay down 
the debt more quickly. With affordable units, future res-
ident rents are lower, so you can’t rely as heavily on that 
income for debt repayment. Financing affordable hous-
ing development is about finding low-interest/deferra-
ble/forgivable sources of debt and reliable sources of 
equity.

Here are some common financing tools used by af-
fordable housing developers in the city:8

1.	 Low Income Housing Tax Credits (LIHTC, “lie-
tech”): LIHTC is a federal program administered 
by D.C. and the most common tool for affordable 
housing development. Simply, it provides a tax 
incentive for investors to invest in your project, 
providing equity. This is typically used for proj-
ects of 20 units or more  

2.	New Market Tax Credits: NMTC is another tax 
credit program that operates similarly to LIHTC, 
but is open to more than just housing. If your de-
velopment includes small business development 
or other mixed-uses, you could be eligible.9

3.	Opportunity Zone / Opportunity Funds: This is 
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a brand new tax incentive added to the tax code 
by the 2018 Tax Reform Act. Though there are 
a lot of regulations still pending, Opportunity 
Funds could provide a source of equity for af-
fordable housing development because they in-
centivize tax-free investment in certain neighbor-
hoods. If your church sits in one of these Zones, 
there could be a great chance to connect with an 
Opportunity Fund and access new financing.10 

4.	Housing Production Trust Fund: The D.C. Depart-
ment of Housing and Community Development 
(DHCD) operates a pool of $100 million annual-
ly ($130 million in FY20), to support affordable 
housing development.11 This is a competitive 
fund, accessed through a “Request for Propos-
als” (RFP) process, which occurs every 9 months. 
Funding comes in the form of loans and grants, 
and will supplement other funding sources (not 
pay for the entire development).12 There is also 
a special Affordable Housing Preservation Fund 
that could help if you’re redeveloping existing 
affordable housing.

5.	Oramenta Newsome Fund: DHCD recently began 
offering a fund specifically for pre-development 
costs, available ONLY to non-profits (such as 
churches). Pre-development costs include pur-
chasing a property, feasibility studies, and other 
activities prior to construction. Applications are 
accepted on a rolling basis.13

Once your finances are in place, you and your devel-
opment partner will get to work building. You’ll most-
ly supervise at this point, and depending upon the re-
lationship, you’ll monitor to make sure the vision isn’t 
lost in the day to day process of construction. Again, 
don’t be discouraged if the process takes longer than 
expected. Construction timelines are notoriously un-
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der-estimated, and can range anywhere from 6 months 
to several years, so expect to have your ground-break-
ing, construction timeline, and end date pushed back 
several times.

STEP 9 • Operations: managing the 
building
During construction, you and the developer will work on 
a plan for the lease-up and management of the build-
ing. Your Joint Venture Agreement should outline who 
has ownership of the property when it’s finished, includ-
ing who is responsible for property management. Most 
often, churches and developers use a contracted part-
ner for property management because there is a lot of 
compliance to consider, and most churches don’t have 
the bandwidth or expertise to add a property manage-
ment arm permanently. Utilizing an outside proper-
ty manager also allows the church to remain removed 
from the more challenging elements of property man-
agement such as evictions.

However, you can still have a presence in the build-
ing. There are many models for church engagement in 
apartment communities. Just Homes Neighbor Teams 
can help your tenants move in and provide relational 
community support as the residents adjust to their new 
home (more on that in the “Serve” section of this re-
source). Apartment Life places people into apartment 
buildings to intentionally build community within the 
building and demonstrate the love of Christ to their 
neighbors.14 If you’re serving specialized populations 
with your housing, consider built in social services like 
those provided by Jubilee Housing.15 

House of Lebanon is managed by an external prop-
erty management company, but Pastor Edmonds and 
his church are still present in the community on a reg-
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ular basis, holding events in the community space and 
frequently engaging with residents. Emory Beacon of 
Light (Emory Fellowship’s CDC) is a 50% owner of the 
building and operates businesses out of the building, 
but their development partner TCB handles all property 
management duties.

Or, your church could completely remove itself once 
the building is done. What works best for your church? 
Just Homes can help you decide. Whatever it is, be clear 
about those expectations from the beginning.

Step 10 • Celebrate!

Make sure you have a big party for your grand open-
ing because you deserve it! Better yet, don’t wait until 
the project is done before you celebrate. Celebration 
should be a constant thread throughout your develop-
ment process. Development is a challenging, lengthy 
process, so be sure you celebrate small victories and 
milestones along the way. And each step of the journey 
is an opportunity to give God glory for His faithfulness 
and provision in the process.

At this point you’re probably feeling overwhelmed 
and discouraged. Please don’t be! You will not, at any 
point, be alone in this. Just Homes is here for you. Oth-
ers have paved the way for you to do this work. You’ll 
have partners, and we will be here with you every step 
of the way to provide guidance, encouragement, and 
the energy to keep going.
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Common mistakes to be aware of 
before you begin
In our conversations with pastors, developers, and con-
sultants, we heard a lot of common mistakes churches 
make during this process. Here’s what you should avoid:

1.	 Absence of prayer: If your project, your site, and 
your people are not bathed in prayer, you will 
fail. If you are not leading with prayer, constant-
ly seeking the Spirit’s guidance and the Lord’s 
voice in the process, you will lose your motiva-
tion and could end up harming rather than help-
ing your community. 

2.	Poor relationship definition: You should antic-
ipate all potential crossroads you may stumble 
upon with the development partners. For exam-
ple, who will have access to the development fee 
at the end of the deal? How will it be divided? 
Who is the ultimate decision-maker? This goes 
for within your CDC, your church, and in your 
partnership. Who decides what throughout the 
process?

3.	Lack of appropriate expertise and leadership: 
When an already overextended pastor tries to 
be the main internal driver of the project, things 
often get missed. Appointing another person in 
the congregation to play this role helps mitigate 
against this pitfall. Similarly, churches that don’t 
hire experienced professionals to represent their 
interests in the project are easily susceptible to 
bad deals. This includes financial advice, legal 
representation, understanding of tax law, and 
other areas. You will pay more in the long run for 
not hiring the necessary expertise.

4.	Poor long-term planning: If you’re building or 
renovating a new church, do you have the funds 
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for upkeep? Who will manage the property once 
it’s built? 

This was a lot of information, and likely falls far out-
side the comfort zone of most faith leaders. Howev-
er, more and more houses of worship in both the D.C. 
region and across the country are seeing that devel-
opment is possible. Recognizing that church land re-
sources are uniquely suited to meet the critical need for 
justice housing. 

Just Homes is walking with you, so let’s take this one 
step at a time and begin to explore what is possible.
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