
AIN FALLS ON THE
church roof. It pours through a
gaping hole and splashes onro
the pews. Against the plop,
plop, plop of gathering water,
a pastor urges nearly 100 weary
men to believe in the furure.

They wear old jackets or sweatshirts. They
line up for chili and cornbread. They sleep on
the floor, atop vinyl mattresses.

"Enjoy the meal," the pastor tells them as
they line up. "There's a place for you here . See
that man for a blanket..."

This is my hometown, Detroit, in a devas-
tated economy, in a crumbling church, on a
cold, hard floor at the bottom ofthe world.

And still, there is hope.
Ifthere is any advantage to living at the

epicenter of the economic crisis, where our
main industry-the auto business-has im-
ploded,where abandoned houses seem to dot
every corner, where the unemployment rate
is a staggering 25o/o,it is this: You get to see
what man is made of

What I have seen is that man is made of
tough stuff. Man can rise to the occasion.
One such man is the pastor of this church.
His name is Henry Covington. Thirty years
ago, he was in prison. He'd been a drug dealer,
a drug abuser, a
thief ,  and an
armed robber.
He had every
excuse to see
the world as
hopeless.

But on a
night when he
truly hit bot-
tom, hiding
behind trash
cans, certain he
would be mur-
dered by angry drug dealers, he promised his
life to God if he lived to the mornins.

He lived.
He kept his promise.
These days, Pastor Covington,52, runs

the I Am My Brother's Keeper Ministries in
downtown Detroit. His huge brick building
was once-more than a century ago-the
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largest Presbyterian churdr in the upperMidwest.
Now, like much of Detroit, it's been overgrown
with poverry, and there are broken windows and
a hole in the sanctuary roof through which the
rainwater collects in buckets. Several times, this
ministry has been close to folding. Local drug
lords even offered the pastor money to let them
use the church for their dealings.

But Henry Covington
was done with that life.

Instead, he dug in. He
found a way. Today, he
conducts services th,rough
the cold, through the
snoq even under a giant
plastic tent when the gas r
company shuts the heat
off due to unpaid bills. He takes little salary and
lives with his family in a tiny, nearby home.

And yet, he says, "I'm where I'm supposed to be."

HAT HE MEANS IS THAT
he is where he can make a dif-
ference. In that way, Covington
is typical of many people in this
economy who find new meaning

in their lives despite losing jobs, home s, or status:
They find it by giving to others and reconnecting
with their faith.

In Detroit, we call it fighting back.
A few years ago, I spent a night at a local home-

less shelter to write about the experience. As I
stood in line for food, a man tapped me on the
shoulder and asked if I was who he thought I was.
I told him yes.

"So," he said, nodding sympath€tically,'what
happened to you?"

I never forgot that. I realized hard times can hit
anyone. Now, all around our country it is being
proven true. With the mortgage crisis and the re-
cession, even rural states like Wyoming and Mon-
tana have seen jumps in their unemployed and
homeless populations. In Detroit, nearly half of
the homeless are families, and more than half of
those are on the streets for the first time.

i4, lot ofpeople arejust a paycheck away," Cov-
ington says. Which is why his church doubles as
a shelter on Tuesday and Thursday nights. I go
there often. I am always moved by how the home-
less visitors, tired and hungry, sometimes holding
young children, still listen carefi.rllywhen Coving-

ton tells them things can get better, when he bel-
lows, "I am somebody, because God loves me!" and
they repeat his sentence, yelling even louder.

I am also impressed by how many volunteers
come down from the suburbs-including other
churches-some who still have their jobs and
homes and some who dont. They come to serye
food, to offer a smile. "It seems the worse it gets,

the more people want
to help out," Coving-
ton says.'Maybe they
have more time on
their hands now. Or
maybe..."

He shrugs.'Maybe
it makes them feel
better about things."

Think about it. As the normal oillars of life
come fall ing down-jobs, workplaces, bank
accounts-where do we most likely turn for
comfort? Not to former bosses or co-workers, who
often act as ifunemploymentwere contagious.

Many of us turn back to our communities, our
neighbors, and our faith. And while there are
mixed signals about actual religious-service at-
tendance during this recession (some say up, some
say flat), it's no accident that programs such as
Covington's have increased across the nation-as
have the volunteers willing to help in them.

"There is always someone who has it worse,"
Covington says. "When you realize that, you dont
feel as bad for yourself We have more people in
need than ever. Butwe also have more people than
ever wanting to help."

OTHIS IS OUR SILVERLINING.
Here, in a state where General Mo-
tors employs one-tenth of the people it
employed 30 years ago, we pull togeth-
er. We will do with less. We will pray a

little more.
And Detroit will endure, just as Covington has

endured. Afier tuming his own troubled life around,
he allowed a homeless addia to sleep in his house
for ayeat. Later, he offered shelter to a woman and
her baby who were viaims of abuse. TMay, the for-
mer addict is clean, has a house, and is an elder of
the church; thewoman is nolv hiswife, and thry are
raising a family.

I dont know when the economy will turn. But
I m pretry sure these times are testing us, the way

our parents or grandparents were tested in the
Great Depression. And I think we're supposed to
learn something.

What we're leaming in Detroit is that when ev-
erything falls down, we still have one another. So
before winter comes, we aim to 6x that hole in Cov-
ington's roof, to shut out the rain and snow. We'll
do it, because this is how our gritty old city-and
how America-will get out of this mess, by having
a litde faith in our beliefs and in each other, and by
showing it, one o<tended hand at a time. E
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Churches and synagogues in the U.S. are
serving their communities in creative ways.
r Bdrany-Galvary Unlbd M€ffiodist
Ghunh, Wawuabca, Wls.
Reverend Lyle Dabney and congregants
figured out how to combine assistance and
entertainment in their summer fair. One
Saturday last month, more than 40 non-
profit groups and agencies set up booths
on church grounds to offer food, clothing,
dsum€ help, job refenals, and more. There werc
activities for the kids, too-a rock-climbing
wall, dunk tank, and games.

r Tanple Bodeph Torah, tladborc, llJ.
Rabbi Don Weber saw members of  h is
congregat ion struggl ing wi th the same
problems-job loss, debt, stress-as other
Americans. But he also noticed that the
temple had many people who could help,
who worked in fields l ike accounting and
mental health. The synagogue started the all-
volunteer TRTCares, which provides free legal,
financial, psychological, and job counseling.

r Cahnry Eadist gurdr, illadism, Ga.
Under the leadership of Reverend Dr. Hoke
Smith Jr., the church has partnered with a
local college to open up its basement to GED
classes. Since then, hundreds of people have
left Calvary Baptist with diplomas in hand.
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