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Affirming Opinion 

Audrey Rogers, President of the Parish Council 

The Ad Hoc Committee on the Status of the Park reached consensus on its first recommendation, but not 

its second which was supported by a majority of its members with a minority dissenting criticism.  In 

2009 a similar committee proposal was opposed by Father Lawrence at a Town Meeting and not 

considered further.  I promised a full presentation of the issues this time when I recruited people to serve 

on the current committee, and what follows is intended to fulfill that commitment and balance the 

dissenting criticism. The park’s situation has divided us for over a decade and feelings have intensified. 

The Council recruited credentialed Ad Hoc Committee members to provide expertise. We must listen, 

consider, and pray about their reports.  

I am very familiar with the situation in the park.   

As Parish Council president, I have carefully listened to your opinions, concerns, and criticism of the 

park over the past year. From 2007-2009 I shared primary responsibility for the park with Colleen 

McCahill. Fr. Lawrence asked me to attend a meeting in New York for the Housing First Project to 

which he had been invited by Baltimore City officials. After this, we took a census of the 129 park 

sleepers, identified 63 donors and convened a meeting with them, met with the Baltimore City Solicitor 

and Division of Homeless Service staff every week for 18 months while they threatened legal action 

against us, coordinated efforts with the Downtown Partnership of Baltimore, arranged for bimonthly 

cleaning sweeps of the park with the public works department and rat poisoning with the health 

department. I interacted with the undercover policemen in the park. I even waited in the park until 2 AM 

to ensure that that park residents were surveyed in the city’s HUD overnight survey of the homeless. We 

also convened monthly ‘residents’ meetings’ to reinforce rules, hired and supervised a park manager to 

be a regular (although occasional) presence in the park, and applied for grants to several foundations 

unsuccessfully for funds to improve the situation in the park (necessary because Fr. Lawrence did not 

want special collections for park upkeep and improvement). I still have relationships with residents from 

that time who come to our Friday night dinners. One of the homeless men, Darryl (since housed), cleans 

up the front steps and covers the bathrooms for us on Sunday mornings. I continued to serve on the 

weekend wake-up/cleans from 2009 until 2012.  

First, it has been suggested that the park is how we implement Matthew 25:34:  Come, you blessed of my 

Father…for I was hungry and you gave me food, thirsty and you gave me drink, naked, and you clothed 

me… But those of us who have volunteered to wake sleepers, move them on, and clean behind them 

appreciate that we do none of those things but rather we keep the park clean in order to perform our 

civic duty and avoid fines. I have come to believe that it is not Matthew 25:34 but Luke 16:19- the 

parable of the rich man who did nothing but let the poor Lazarus beg from others at his gate. This is the 

gospel verse that is on my mind every time I hear what we do in the park called a ministry. It seems that 

Jesus had little patience for those who think they are doing good without taking the risk of putting 

themselves in relationship with those they seek to help.  Ministry is encountering and being present to 

the other, not simply waking them up and moving them on, no matter how gently we do that. 

Second, I have learned that the only way to manage the park is to consistently and firmly enforce the 

rules that are in place. And this is another area where we must truly comprehend what we are doing. If 
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we manage to fully enforce the rules, we restrict the ownership of personal belongings to what can be 

carried (the person would have to carry everything he owned in the world with him every time he left 

looking for a place to relieve himself. Incidentally, attempts to install a Port-a-Potty in the park have 

been problematic: one was burned and the other removed by the company after being repeatedly 

overturned.) Further, if you get to really know the people in the park, it gets harder to lie in your warm 

bed listening to the sleet on your window knowing the rules deny them cover with tarps or tents. I was in 

the park with a parishioner telling people they could not have tents when one man asked what he was to 

do when it rained and he was told, “Leave.” That - as unwelcoming as it sounds - is the only option our 

rules provide. And enforcing our rules presents no small problem. We do not have a 24/7 presence in the 

park. We also have kind-hearted parishioners volunteering to clean who often feel compelled by the 

circumstances they encounter to look the other way.  

Third, maintaining a corps of weekend volunteers to awaken sleepers, move them on, and clean the park 

has not been a responsibility broadly embraced by our community members. To be fair, we are a 

dispersed community for whom travel distance and local commitments –family and otherwise- are 

issues. For long-timers, arthritis and health problems are now taking their toll. There have been only a 

handful of parishioners who have volunteered in the last year. To regain control of the park we need to 

hear from those who hold the park to be a unique service provided by our parish, as well as a clear idea 

of what they are willing to commit to future efforts. This is what has been missing and accounts for 

much of the parish’s management failure. Unless this changes, new efforts to sustain the management of 

the park will fail (as they have in the past).  The dissent offers no Plan ‘B.’ 

Fourth, belittling the City’s efforts in addressing homelessness as a “well-recognized failure” demeans 

the work of many dedicated people. The city’s response falls short of solving homelessness - to be sure - 

but anyone can access the city’s data and see the results their work and limited resources have 

accomplished. Our own parish ministry, The Resource Exchange, alone has furnished the apartments of 

over 200 newly-housed people in little over 3 years through Health Care for the Homeless, only one of 

the agencies city-funded to house the homeless. Discrediting the attempts of others to care for the 

unfortunate does not relieve us of our Christian duty to attend to them. Calling providing a building with 

a warm bed and hot meals for 30 of the most vulnerable on the streets a ‘drop in the bucket’ is uncaring 

and short-sighted since it is not only a ‘life-or-death’ issue for these vulnerable individuals but could 

stand as a challenge to other agencies and organizations to use idle land in a similar way, thus making 

that ‘drop’ a river of help for these our brothers and sisters. What if we had considered saving Sts. James 

and John a worthless ‘drop in the bucket’ in addressing Baltimore’s educational problems? 

Fifth, the recommendation in the dissent to find another property is very interesting. In all of the 

advocacy efforts for affordable housing our community has stood for, we have been vocally opposed to 

‘not-in-my-backyard’ mentalities in others. I hope we can have some integrity here.  The hard fact is that 

all St V can bring to the table is the land, a valuable commodity in these development deals.  The land is 

of no use to us presently and under the provisions of the dissent no use to us well into the distant future. 

Its status as a park is deteriorating as the trees die off. Indeed, we have nothing to offer in seeking other 

land to develop (e.g., the now vacant Pressley Ridge across Fayette is on the market for $800,000). 

Encouraging this approach is a diversion. 
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Finally, we have been told that our resources are limited and, while this is true, if we are rightly about 

‘doing what we can’ then we must determine if the park (which is of no use to us presently) can be used 

for the honest-to-God good of others. Housing is not some ‘middle-class’ value. The undertaking to 

house the vulnerable is not a “cleaner, more interesting and more comfortable project for our largely 

middle class parish.” That is an unfair and unworthy characterization.  Exploring the feasibility of 

housing need not detract from the overdue efforts to improve our maintenance of the park, a 

recommendation endorsed by the entire committee.  

There is no final decision on the design or how any building will be situated in the park, although the 

committee did reserve open space for sleepers in the plan. The feasibility process, if successful (for there 

are a number of hoops), could take up to 3-4 years to ground-breaking. Parishioners who care about this 

community and the people we serve would be involved in the process. There would be transparent 

reporting back to the parish. 

I strongly support this move to explore the feasibility of building permanent supportive housing and if 

feasible to undertake this most Christian move. The plan is have supportive services and meeting rooms 

in addition to the bedrooms. Within that arrangement, our parishioners could be actively involved in true 

ministries with the residents and our living Matthew 25 in the park might move closer to reality. 


