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Monday, January 06, 2003

No Sanctuary for a
Sanctuary of Hope
Indianapolis Public School fficials plan
to demolish a neighborhood church
building serving the poor
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Top Ieft to right clockwise: Pastor Jim Strietelmeir;
Neighborhood Fellowship service; volunteers in the kitchen;
building is historic, originally the First German Reformed
Church it was built in 1886. Photos by Ellen Jackson

Written by Bill Shaw
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There is little to celebrate around the 3100 block of E. 1Oth
Street. Skinny cats, dogs and people root through the streets
and alleys in search of garbage. Prostitutes with sunken cheeks
and blank stares shuffle up and down 1Oth Street in search of
customers. The historic Rivoli Theater is closed and boarded
up, home to a man with 17 cats. Junkies crouch in bushes and
smoke crack cocaine through broken car antennas.
Used furniture, clothing and appliance stores, bars, coin
operated laundries and liquor stores line 1Oth Street. The Short
Stop Market, a "convenience" store, is conveniently stocked
with cigarettes, pop, Kool-Aid, lottery tickets, junk food and
almost no real food. This might explain why nearly all the
children appear to be soft and lumpy. A box of Jiffy cornbread
mix that costs 40 cents in a Northside neighborhood grocery
store is 99 cents in the Short Stop Market.
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Most people in the Brookside neighborhood live in rundown,
poorly maintained homes owned by wealthy slumlords, who
collect their exorbitant rent in cash every week. The people are
poor and mostly unemployed. Many exist on meager
government disability payments, often for some form of mental
iffllction triggered by excessive alcohol, drugs, lead paint
poisoning, physical abuse or genetic disorders.
In short, the Brookside neighborhood is a deadly war zone
without bullets. lt decays and collapses as politicians and their
corporate sponsors consider giving another $10 million annually
in tax dollars to the Indianapolis Colts. lt's the trickle down
theory of economics.

But the only thing trickling down E. 1Oth Street is a plague of
prostitutes and crack dealers the police drove from Downtown
and essentially relocated in Brookside, where they conduct
business unmolested in broad daylight.

There is, however, one fragile, flickering ray of light in this
othenruise dark, neglected stretch of Indianapolis. lt's called the
Neighborhood Fellowship, a church, social center, food and
clothing pantry, school and safe haven for children. lt was
started 18 months ago in the old First German Reformed
Church building by Pastor Jim Strietelmeir, his wife, Debbie,
and hundreds of volunteers from all over the city.
"LotS of churches are caught up in ritual and appearances," Said
Pastor Strietelmeier, 37, who wears blue jeans and prefers to
be called Jim. "We deal in the real world of the destitute and the
working poor for whom there is almost no hope."

With donated computers, books and supplies, Jim and three
volunteer instructors teach 15 kids who've either been kicked
out of the Indianapolis Public Schools, or simply because they'd
fallen hopelessly behind. One 15-year-old girl, who couldn't
keep up at lPS, arrived at the school a year ago reading and
functioning at a kindergarten level. She now reads at a fifth
grade level, laughs and no longer stares at the floor. Without
the school, she'd no doubt be standing on the corner eating
potato chips, smoking cigarettes or sniffing airplane glue,
preparing for a career of prostitution.
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Twice a week, the church serves a free, hot meal to anyone
who is hungry. There are free clothes, used Shoes, furniture and
bags of groceries for anyone who asks. Church volunteers also
counsel lice-infested kids who've been sexually abused, beaten,
starved and who never laugh or look adults in the eye.

"Lice are a big problem because most of the homes around
here don't have washers, dryers or vacuum cleaners," said Jim.
"Remember, we're dealing with people in perpetual crisis."
Jim and Debbie have opened their home on nearby Bevel
Avenue to prostitutes, homeless people and runaway kids trying
to straighten out their tangled lives. Sometimes they get
untangled, mostly they don't, but the Strietelmeiers keep trying,
one tangled mess at a time.
On Sunday, Jim and Debbie patrol the neighborhood in their 15passenger donated van, picking up anyone who wants to attend
the weekly worship service and eat free food. On a recent
Sunday, the van stopped on a street strewn with trash, junk
cars and furtive, darting dogs.
First on the bus was Grandma, who is illiterate and has no
teeth. She was followed by four of her six grandchildren who
shared a bag bf potato chips. Four men fathered the children.
None of the fathers live in the house. The kids were followed by
"Uncle Bob." He lives in the house but is not related to anyone.
Fifteen dogs and 10 cats also live in the house with Mom,
Grandma, Uncle Bob and six kids. Seven of the nine "family"
members are mentally disabled in some way.

A few weeks ago, Child Protective Services stepped in,
removed the kids and said they wouldn't be returned until Mom,
Grandma and Uncle Bob cleaned the filthy house. Church
volunteers helped them clean the house. The kids were
returned.
Jim and Debbie warmly greeted the family as they filed onto the
bus, sat down and stared at the floor. Nobody said a word on
the three-block journey to church, despite Jim's effort to make
conversation.
"This is representative of our congregation," Jim said cheerfully.
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"We love them."
For the last 18 months, hundreds of volunteers have worked
thousands of hours to plaster the old church building, repair the
leaking roof, install a new furnace, and update the antiquated
plumbing and dangerous wiring. They've painted most of the
walls in the 23,000-square-foot brick building, hooked up
donated computers, bought books and supplies for the school
room, and constructed a kitchen and a playroom in the
basement.

"lt can once again be beautiful," said Jim of the church, which
was built in 1886.
This is the good news.
The bad news came from an unlikely source: The Indianapolis
Public School Board. A few months ago, IPS Superintendent
Pat Pritchett announced at a public meeting the Neighborhood
Fellowship Church would be condemned under the state's
eminent domain law and demolished to make way for a new
$13.2 million Brookside Elementary School 54.
This was a shock to Pastor Strietelmeier.
"Before we bought the church, we sent a representative to ask
Superintendent Pritchett, and he said no way they would ever
do an eminent domain of a church."

The Pastor was also upset no one had notified them even
though plans had been drafted.
"Due to a mix-up between the Recorder's Office and the
Assessors Office, IPS had been trying to contact the old owner
of the church, "said Pastor Strietelmeier.

Superintendent Pat Pritchett says he does not recall meeting
with a church represenative.
"We had been trying to buy the property for years, I would have
never said we wouldn't use eminent domain," said Pritchett.
The century-old, rapidly deteriorating school is next door to
Jim's church. When the new School 54 is built on the site of
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Jim's demolished church, IPS will demolish the old school and
build a parking lot and "green space" on the site. IPS maintains
it's cheaper to demolish the old school, church and six nearby
houses than it would be to repair and modernize the existing
building.
IPS told Jim and the church Board of Elders they will be
compensated at "fair market value" for the loss of their building.

"We don't want their money and we don't want to move," said
Jim, who was stunned to learn of the condemnation
proceedings. "We want to stay in the church we've worked so
hard to establish. There is no other similar building in this
neighborhood and most of our congregation walks to church.
They don't own cars."

Furthermore, it's not just an old building. lt's re-emerging as a
symbol of stability in the unstable neighborhood, he said.
Without it, the 1S-year-old girl who has elevated her reading
level to fifth grade will be smoking cigarettes on the corner and
there will be no place to get free food, clothing or sanctuary. All
will be lost.
An architectural study commissioned by the Historic Landmarks
Foundation of Indiana concluded School 54 could be renovated
for $10.3 million, thus preserving two historic buildings and
saving IPS nearly $g million.
"There is no need to destroy two historic buildings, both of
which are important anchors in the community and symbols of
stability and tradition," said Suzanne Stanis of Historic
Landmarks. "lt's crazy."

The church, with its meager $60,000 annual budget, was in no
position to wage a costly legal battle against IPS and its
powerful Downtown law firm, Baker and Daniels. Jim phoned
Maggie Smith, a longtime friend, church volunteer and attorney
with the equally powerful Downtown law firm of Sommer
Barnard Ackerson. She took the case for free.

"lt's not an issue of money, it's an issue of location. lf my church
moved, l'd just drive to the new location," said Smith. "The
members of Jim's church don't have cars."

http://www.indianapoliseye.com/main.asp?FromHome:1&TypeID:l&ArticlelD:275&Sec...

11712003

No Sanctuary for a Sanctuary of HoPe

PageT of9

IPS has notified Smith it will soon offer to buy the church at fair
market value. lf the church rejects the offer, IPS warned it will
file condemnation proceedings with the courts and move to
seize the building. Two appraisers hired by IPS recently visited
the church. An offer to buy will be submitted to the church within
90 days, according to IPS' Sandra Hubbard, who is in charge of
the project.
"lf they reject our offer, we will file condemnation proceedings
and seek to have them evicted," said Hubbard, the school
system's chief purchasing agent.
"No way we'll accept it," Smith said flatly. "We can't understand
why IPS is doing this." Smith says there is precedent in a similar
case in South Bend involving eminent domain of a church. The
Indiana Supreme Court issued an opinion saying churches have
the right to argue for exemption based on religious freedom.

Meanwhile, back at Sunday services, about B0 people filled the
sanctuary, half of them kids eating potato chips. Uncle Bob fell
asleep. Jim played the guitar. Songs were sung. Prayers
offered. Scripture quoted. The service was brief. The kids were
fidgeting.
"When IPS makes us an offer," Jim told the congregation, "we'll
say 'no thank you, taking care of the poor is more important'"'
"Amen," shouted back the congregation. All except sleeping
Uncle Bob.
Later, during the free supper of burritos and Kool-Aid, which
was served by volunteers from the Zionsville Fellowship
Church, Jim surveyed the flock with his usual unbridled
optimism. Progress is measured in tiny increments, he said.

Earlier in the week, he took several bags of groceries to a
house packed with people, including nine babies. He could
barely see through the marijuan a haze. He patiently explained
there would be no more food until they stopped smoking
marijuana around the infants.
"Your kids will be brain-damaged," h€ told them. He's been
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back to check. The smoking has stopped.

"They honestly didn't know any better," he shrugged. "At least
the babies aren't breathing marijuana smoke anymore. I
consider that a victory."
And then there are new church members Drew and Rachel
Blanchard, who aren't brain-damaged. Drew teaches English at
IUPUI and Rachel works for a non-profit social service agency.
"We come here because we believe in the importance of this
place," said Drew. "This is what churches are supposed to do."

Rachel recently drafted a letter on behalf of the congregation to
the IPS board, the mayor and other officials begging them to
halt the demolition.
"lt will unnecessarily destroy the fabric of this street...Please
reconsider your plans and work with the concerned residents,
families and institutions of this neighborhood and throughout the
city who support saving Brookside Elementary and
Neighborhood Fellowship," the letter said in part.
Bringing the abstract concept of spirituality and eternal life into
the current, bewildered lives of his congregation is a nearly
impossible task, Jim concedes. In the long run, maybe. In the
short term, the goal is simply to assist them in untangling their
lives, stop smoking marijuana around babies, getting drunk
while pregnant and having sex with family members.

"But let's say the Bible is wrong and l'm wrong and there is no
eternity. Then I have still used my life well," he said.
"l just hope IPS lets me."
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