
Parish partnership works to house 
elders, one room at a time JONATHAN CALLARD  
It all started with a phone call last year.  Joan Parrish, at the time outreach co-chair at St. 
Peter’s Church in Weston, rang Beth Babcock, Executive Director of the Committee to 
End Elder Homelessness (CEEH), a nonprofit organization based in Roxbury.  The 
parishioners at St. Peter’s Church had expressed interest in CEEH’s adopt-a-room 
program, where volunteers could help sponsor the furnishing of a room for low-income 
or homeless elders at one of CEEH’s five residential facilities in Boston. 

Ms. Parrish’s first question took the director by surprise:  “Are all the rooms taken?” 
she asked breathlessly.   

“No, they aren’t taken.  You’re the first person to call me,” Ms. Babcock responded.   
CEEH’s new assisted living facility at 25 Ruggles Street in Dudley Square is the first 

of its kind in Boston, providing housing for both homeless and low-income elders; 18 of 
the building’s 43 rooms were designated for homeless persons and awaiting 
sponsorship.  Ms. Babcock went on to promise Ms. Parrish that St. Peter’s Church could 
outfit all 18 rooms at a cost of roughly $2,000 per room.  The parish’s enthusiasm “blew 
me away,” Ms. Babcock said later.  

 
Faith into action 

When the Rev. Carol Flett became rector at St. Peter’s Church five years ago, she 
asked the vestry to loan $50,000 of its unrestricted endowment to Episcopal City Mission 
(ECM), a faith-based ministry promoting social and economic justice within the Diocese 
of Massachusetts.  At her installation ceremony, St. Peter’s Church publicly presented 
ECM with the check.  The zero-interest loan, which the church renews annually, 
initiated the Rev. Ms. Flett’s drive to make social justice a more tangible part of the 
mission at St. Peter’s.  Historically, ECM has supported numerous community-based 
organizations.  But two years ago it decided to be more focused in its support and make 
it easier for parishioners to get involved beyond their checkbooks.  

In the spring of 2000, then- canon missioner Ed Rodman spent four Sundays in Lent 
at St. Peter’s, challenging the affluent 700-member congregation to think about how they 
could be more connected to the real problems of the disadvantaged in urban areas.  Out 
of that discussion, entitled “Faith in Action.” members of St. Peter’s agreed on the three 
issues they wanted to get involved in:  homelessness, elderly needs and housing.   

Parishioner Polly Dickson knew of CEEH from her involvement with ECM.  She 
convinced the Rev. Ms. Flett that St. Peter’s would do well to hook up with an 
organization that was already addressing these three issues instead of trying to do a 
project entirely on its own.  So members of the outreach committee at St. Peter’s chose 
CEEH.   

When the Rev. Ms. Flett returned from the ground-breaking for the $6.5 million 
facility at 25 Ruggles Street in February 2001, it hit her.  There, on the wall of the 
abandoned Lafayette Elementary School that was to be the elders’ new home, were three 
names: Harvard University (which had backed Boston Community Capital’s $4 million 
investment in the building); Episcopal City Mission; and St. Peter’s Church.  

“We knew we were committed.  But it was kind of amazing to see our name on the 
wall,” she said later.   

It was a risk.  Eighteen elders were depending on the church to prepare their new 
homes in time for the building’s opening in the fall of 2001.  The Rev. Ms. Flett talked to 
the vestry, which generously provided collateral for the outreach committee to use 
should it be unable to raise the approximately $36,000 for all of the rooms.   



Then St. Peter’s went to work.  Joan Parrish and her co-chair Sherley Smith rounded 
up families to furnish each room.  They did not want money to be an impediment to 
people’s participation, so they placed enough families on each team to make the 
financial commitment manageable and arranged for loans as needed from the outreach 
fund.  Some people gave money (one person gave $3,000).  Others gave of their time, 
shopping for furnishings from a CEEH “wish list” and then decorating the rooms.   

For the first time in the Rev. Ms. Flett’s tenure, the congregation (which includes 
more than 150 children under age 16) was fully united in an outreach effort.  While the 
1970s saw church members wholeheartedly support a group of Vietnamese immigrants 
as well as the creation of the women’s homeless shelter, Rosie’s Place, too often well 
meaning people had difficulty agreeing on outreach projects.  The CEEH project was 
different—in addition to those who gave money, including $2,000 for mattresses and 
$3,000 for television sets, more than 100 parishioners participated, young and old.   

Beyond the challenge of coordinating many volunteers and making sure teams were 
aware of what CEEH needed for its rooms, Ms. Parrish and Ms. Smith dealt with a 
deeper issue.  

“We’ve tried to do outreach projects in the city before and people have said ‘Oh, it’s 
too dangerous, too scary,’” Ms. Smith explained.  Outreach committee members hoped 
to get people into Roxbury and other parts of Boston that they weren’t as familiar with.  
The Ruggles facility was a perfect fit.  

“I think it was the difference that attracted them,” noted CEEH’s Beth Babcock.  The 
nonprofit provides permanent housing and complete supportive services to the elderly, 
including assessment, case management, prevention, early intervention and drug and 
alcohol addiction.  In the 10 years of its existence, CEEH has created five residences with 
70 apartments and has identified 1,200 homeless elders.  The average waiting period for 
placement is anywhere from six months to two years.  Ms. Babcock and her staff have 
already placed 100 into permanent housing.  A sixth residence in Dorchester’s Upham’s 
Corner is set to open this spring.     

“We were happy because it’s very safe.  There’s parking right across the street.  So it 
was an easy place for people to get to and not a scary neighborhood,” said Ms. Smith.  

The parish’s mission took on a life of its own.  One woman made afghan rugs for 
each room.  Another organized the making of Christmas cards for each of the residents.  
People came together for several church meals to brainstorm and raise more money for 
the project. The high school youth group held a breakfast to raise money, and plans to 
hold another one this spring.  A deeper community of faith was forming, one that went 
beyond coffee hour and the communion rail.  There were challenges of taste—it’s one 
thing to say hello to your neighbor at a service, and another to go shopping together and 
agree on the interior decorating for someone’s future home—but parishioners were 
inspired.  And they’ve changed.  The St. Peter’s outreach committee is no longer 
swimming upstream in its attempt to get people personally involved.  

“Now outreach is on everybody’s agenda,” Ms. Smith said.  “Before we did this we 
would talk about outreach, give away our money, but people weren’t involved and 
really weren’t interested.”  

Sunday attendance has risen at St. Peter’s.  The Rev. Ms. Flett’s sermons on social 
justice, as well as intercessions for the homeless, the sick and the needy, have taken on a 
more visceral meaning.  The project “became the answer to the question ‘What is St. 
Peter’s known for?’” the Rev. Ms. Flett added.  “There’s an evangelism about it too.  It 
helps people think, ‘Gee, maybe I want to go to that church.’” 

  
Everyone has a story 

The work of the parish hasn’t gone unnoticed.  Marion Smith, 77, moved into the 25 
Ruggles Street facility in November.  She met with a mother and her young son from St. 
Peter’s who had helped get her apartment ready.  Ms. Smith and the boy hit it off 



immediately.  
“I used to be in the drum major corps.  I had drumsticks on my table, and he looked 

at them and I told him.  He was so amazed!”  
Known as “the Mayor” around the Ruggles building for her concern for other elders, 

Ms. Smith feels like she has been delivered.  She had lived in an affordable housing 
building previously, but when the elevator stopped working and roaches became a 
problem, her daughter filled out an application for her to move to Ruggles.  

“This place is so nice.  It’s clean, it’s new,” she said.  
Mary Robinson, 70, arrived at her apartment in Ruggles in February and 

immediately took to the welcome basket placed there by church volunteers.   As a child 
she attended St. Cyprian’s Episcopal Church nearby.  A pack rat who likes to do her 
own decorating, Ms. Robinson appreciates the thoughtfulness of the volunteers.  

“They did a good job.  It’s very neutral...you can add your own touch.”  
Both Ms. Smith and Ms. Robinson attended the Lafayette School when they were 

children.  The stately 27,000-square foot building had been boarded up and empty since 
1989 when its owner went bankrupt.  Drug addicts and prostitutes were its only tenants 
until community organizers took action.  

“I feel like I’ve come home.  A lot of changes, but it’s still home,” Ms. Robinson said.  
The people of St. Peter’s Church touched CEEH’s Beth Babcock as well.  The 

congregation invited her to come preach to them for her second meeting.  Despite the 
fact that she was the daughter of a minister, Ms. Babcock was daunted.  But when she 
pulled off of Boston Post Road and walked up the church steps, she relaxed.   

“They are an amazing congregation, fearless.  They opened their arms to me, and I 
felt like I knew them,” she said.  

Other members of the diocese have gotten involved with CEEH, and are effusive in 
their praise of the organization.  George Forsythe, a member of St. Paul’s Church in 
Natick, has volunteered with CEEH and served on its board for four years.  Of Ms. 
Babcock and her staff, he marvels:  “They don’t see barriers, they see situations.  They 
could have planned the Normandy landing at D-Day in 27 minutes.”  The nonprofit will 
celebrate its 10th anniversary on June 10 with a benefit concert at Symphony Hall 
featuring Tony Bennett.  

Over and over, St. Peter’s Church parishioners marveled at how easy it was for them 
to make a connection with a nonprofit organization like CEEH.  They hope that their 
story will inspire other churches seeking to strengthen their ties outside their immediate 
community, and in turn deepen their own worship.  As George Forsythe put it, “It’s not 
about reaching down, it’s about reaching out...everybody has a story.”  ■  
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