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Author’s Note

WHEN I SET OUT to write this book, I realized there was simply
no way to name all the people, organizations, and faith communities who were present and active in many of these stories. I’m
mindful of the outreach workers, service providers, volunteers, and
movement friends who played significant roles in the events herein
but are not named. I remain deeply grateful to be accompanied by
so many of them and to share this work, this life, and this calling
with them. None of us can do this alone.
Nearly all the people who appear in these pages have given me
permission to use their real names. The only exceptions are a few
public figures and ministers who could be easily found through
an online search and a handful of friends from the streets who I
was not able to track down; I have changed their names to protect
their privacy.
The events that unfold in this book are told with as much accuracy and adherence to history as I am able to recall. In order to
write this book, I spent extensive time going through newspaper
articles, recorded interviews, documentaries, blogs, and old journals. Any errors are my own.
A note about the title: I first came across the expression “praying with our feet” as a college student. I was captivated by the
ix
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Author’s Note

marches, sit-ins, freedom rides, and boycotts of the civil rights
movement. While I was reading about the 1965 march from Selma
to Montgomery, I stumbled upon Abraham Joshua Heschel, a
Jewish mystic, philosopher, and scholar of the Hebrew prophets.
Heschel grew up in 1930s Poland, where several of his family
members were killed by Nazis. After fleeing to New York in 1940,
he connected the evil of anti-Semitism and the Holocaust in Europe with the evil of racism and segregation in the United States.
Compelled by his faith, Heschel became involved in the struggle
for civil rights, becoming a friend and confidant of the Rev. Dr.
Martin Luther King Jr.
Marching alongside King, Heschel said he felt as if his legs were
praying. Like other mystics, Heschel knew that prayer is more than
a stationary act confined to the spiritual realm. Prayer moves. It
reaches into the physical, material, economic, and political realms.
It takes on flesh so that our beliefs become uttered “not only with
our lips, but in our lives.”1
Before being introduced to Heschel, I was familiar with other
spiritual leaders who spoke of embodying their faith through action. The apostle James said, “I will show you my faith by my
deeds” (James 2:18). Francis of Assisi is often attributed with
saying, “Preach the gospel at all times. If necessary, use words.”
Teresa of Avila, a sixteenth-century Carmelite nun, is believed to
have said, “Christ has no body now but yours. No hands, no feet
on earth but yours.” Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh taught
that walking meditations can move us into greater awareness of
the interconnectedness of all things.
Less than a week before the contract for this book arrived in the
mail, my husband, Andrew, and I attended the unveiling of two
historical markers in Nashville to remember victims of lynching
and racial terror. One of the speakers, a Black organizer with
We Remember Nashville, recited an African proverb. “When you
pray,” she said, “move your feet.” The next week, I learned that
Frederick Douglass, a former slave, author, and nineteenth-century
x
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abolitionist, put it much the same way. “I prayed for twenty years,”
he is credited with saying, “but received no answer until I prayed
with my legs.”
As a white woman from the South wrestling with my own sense
of place and calling, it was not until I encountered such mystics
and freedom fighters—even those whose biographies and traditions differ fundamentally from my own—that I was able to find
myself more fully, to grasp the connection between spirituality and
activism, and to locate my story as a complex part of the broader,
still-unfolding drama of faith and the struggle for justice.
By using “praying with our feet” as the title, I don’t intend
to imply that my life and the embodied prayers that comprise it
are comparable to the lives and prayers of authors and activists
like Heschel and Douglass, who resisted the horrors of white supremacy and other systemic injustices from which I have benefited.
My sincerest hope is to channel the notion of “praying with our
feet” from its multiple sources as an expression of honor and
gratitude to those whose lived prayers have fanned the flames of
love, solidarity, and resistance in me.

xi
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Prologue

“The night will give you a horizon further than you can see.”
—David Whyte, “Sweet Darkness”

MY DEAREST LOVE, in part, this book is the story I have been
longing to tell. It’s a tale of descent, of journeying to the underside of society, of finding and being found. It’s a tale of learning
to pray with our feet when our spirits were weary about the state
of the world. But this is also the story I thought I’d never tell. A
story about the jagged edges of myself I couldn’t smooth away—
about all I’ve hungered for these long years. It took me until now
to realize that this story is, at its heart, a love story. Between you
and me, yes. But so much more. It’s a story of falling in love with
a people, with a struggle, with this world and all its madness. It’s
the story of a seeker searching for belonging, for some spark, some
horizon of hope.
My prayer for so long was that you wouldn’t be singed by my
fire, that at least you would come out of this unscathed. But you
have been burned by my flames, cut by my edges. This book bears
witness to our scars. The miracle is that we came into this together
and that we’re still standing. The miracle is that for every lick of
1
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flame that scorched us, we have been given a healing salve that
only the wounded healer knows.
So come with me to the place it all started. Come with me to
the streets where we pray with our tears, our hands, our fury, our
feet. Come with me to those tender, fierce, hurting places where
we find both our undoing and our salvation. Come with me into
the night.

2
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Upstream

BE COOL, I told myself, wiping sweaty palms down the front of
my jeans.
The student center ribbed around me like the empty belly of a
whale. My nerves were coiled, my hands shaky. I felt like a wayward
schoolgirl called to the principal’s office—except it wasn’t the principal’s office. It was a “chat” with one of the top administrators of
the university on an eggplant-colored couch, almost comfortable,
beneath the buzz of fluorescent lights. I was, for the most part, a
straight-A, straitlaced student. If I kept my head down, I’d walk
across the stage, diploma in hand, in two months’ time.
I sunk into the hot seat beside Andrew, a tall, lanky, bearded English major whose presence both calmed and kindled me. The administrator’s mission? Reason with us. Set us back on the straight
and narrow path that leads to order, success, salvation.
The administrator leaned toward us, elbows propped on his
knees.
“You’re too new to politics to understand that change doesn’t
happen through protests,” he said, his saccharine tone sour.
3
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Maybe he was right. I had organized volunteer projects before
but had never been involved in anything like this. It was Nashville,
Tennessee, 2007. Mayor Bill Purcell was drafting his last budget
before leaving office. He had promised to build two hundred units
of affordable housing, but the funding was missing from the budget. Without the money, his promise was hollow.
Homeless advocates and activists were beginning to apply
public pressure. To support their advocacy, Andrew and I joined
five other student organizers, including Richard, a chestnut-eyed
sophomore who hailed from Huntsville and taught me how to
smoke under Alabama skies. Our plan was to hold a letter-writing
campaign on campus that would culminate in a march and rally
at the end of the week to deliver the letters to Purcell. Despite collecting over seven hundred signed letters—well over our goal—the
seven of us were still new to the intricacies of social activism. We
still held the invincibility of youth, but as the week dragged on and
tensions heightened, crescents of worry settled beneath our eyes.
As an outgoing mayor, what did Purcell have to lose?
Apparently, enough. Enough for someone in his office to call
one of their friends who was a top administrator at Lipscomb
University, our small, Christian liberal arts college. Enough for
that administrator to summon us and recommend that we drop
the action altogether and hold an educational forum on campus
next fall.
“But the time to act is now,” I countered, “before the budget
address.” Instead of sympathizing with our urgency, the administrator scolded us about how young, idealistic, and naive we were.
He would later pull Andrew aside, man to man, hoping he could
bring him to his senses. “I just talked to a very important person
in this city,” he told Andrew, “and the activists you’re working
with can’t be trusted. Be careful who you associate with. You’re
both good students. I’d hate for anything to happen to you here.”
My eyes stung. I felt certain we were doing a good thing—the
right thing. But perhaps the administrator was right. We were cer4
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tainly fresh. A heap of reasons we should cancel the rally, including
the possibility of repercussions, weighed down our spirits. We left
the student center feeling as if we were riding away on bikes with
deflated tires.
We made our way to the computer lab where we still had hours
of printing, planning, and emailing to do. In the lab, the minutes
blurred into hours. My phone rang, a number I didn’t recognize.
The soft voice of a man on the other line said he was Father Charles
Strobel. I combed my mind for a connection. Father who? He had
heard about the rally and offered to give the opening prayer.
“Uhhh . . . ,” I stammered. Who was he again? How did he get
my number? “Would it be okay if I talk to the other students and
call you back?” I asked.
I didn’t know then that I was speaking to the former Catholic priest who was the father of homeless services in Nashville,
founder of the nonprofit organization Room In The Inn, and the
most trusted homeless advocate in the city—both on and off the
streets. I also didn’t know that I was speaking to the person who
would become my mentor and close friend and who would walk
alongside me as I cofounded another nonprofit and ripened into
a homeless advocate, organizer, and chaplain myself.
Back in the computer lab, Andrew and I could barely keep our
eyes open. Before we turned in for the night, we propped our backs
against the wall in the hushed hallway. Andrew took my hand in
his and tenderly cupped his other hand on top. Warmth entered my
weariness. We closed our eyes and he prayed. He prayed that we
would find discernment and courage, that we would be led where
we needed to go. His words, his touch, opened a sea of calm in
me that carried me all night long.
The next day, just three days before the march, Andrew’s phone
rang.
“This is Lieutenant Hawkins from central precinct. I understand
you’re having a march in a few days, and I see you don’t have a
permit.”
5
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I imagined Andrew’s heart quickening. The lieutenant was
right. This was our first march, and no one told us that we were
supposed to request a permit four days before the event if we were
expecting more than twenty people. We were expecting at least
one hundred and were already past the deadline.
“I need you to give me your word that you won’t march,” he
said. “If you march, you’ll be putting yourself and your friends
at risk of arrest.”
Why did one of the top administrators at our school and a
police lieutenant even care about this action?
What would happen if we defied them?
What would happen if we didn’t?

Rip Currents
Rip currents act like rivers beneath the surface of the sea. Some
nudge and tug, while others are powerful enough to sweep Olympic swimmers out beyond help. How do you survive a rip current?
You swim at a beach with lifeguards. You learn to spot the signs.
You train your eyes for the line of debris moving into the deep or
for that eerie calm between breaking waves. You learn not to fight
against the rip but to get out of the current altogether.
When I was growing up in South Carolina, my parents tried
their best to protect me and my siblings from the rip currents
of addiction and mental health problems that pulled several of
our family members far from shore. I was in fourth grade when
my Uncle Phillip ended his life, in sixth grade when my cousin
Jonathan ended his. Other family members cycled on and off the
streets, in and out of jails and treatment facilities. But I still recall,
with cutting clarity, the day my Uncle Phillip was swept under.
My brother and I sat in silence at Nanny and Papa’s kitchen
table. Our parents were out of town. We had just gotten back from
my cousin’s baptism at church, and I was still wearing my black
Mary Jane church shoes. A dozen burnt mozzarella sticks clung to
6
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a paper towel in a flattened wicker basket. We knew something was
wrong. We ate slowly, keeping our eyes down. I wiped my greasy
fingers on my dress beneath the table. The older family members
talked in low, frantic voices. “Phillip’s missing,” we heard someone
whisper. So they searched.
A small eternity later, Papa found Phillip’s body and the gun
in the attic of my cousin’s house next door.
Why would God allow this to happen on the day his oldest daughter was baptized? What page in our family history had turned?
These questions haunted me. For years, I struggled to reconcile
the cleaned-up version of my family with the distressed, dysfunctional version I saw from within. Later, I would learn about the
festering wounds we covered, the smoldering secrets we carried.
I would learn terms like “mental illness,” “codependent,” and
“self-medicate.” But as a child, I knew only how I felt in the face
of such tragedy: powerless, uncomfortable, and confused.
Like a swimmer in fear of a rip current, I jumped out of the
water altogether when I was eighteen. I left my home in the foothills of South Carolina, drove through the Smokies and Blue Ridge
Mountains, across the Cumberland Plateau of Tennessee, and
settled in the low roiling basin of Nashville. If I went far enough
away, perhaps I could avoid the current that lapped at my feet. I
poured myself into my studies in pursuit of a safe, comfortable,
upwardly mobile life. Before I learned that my plans were not the
sure and steady anchors I thought they were, I had a plan: I would
finish my degree and become a physical therapist. I would marry a
good Christian husband, have two to three kids, and land a well-
paying job that would allow for a spacious house, a white picket
fence, and plenty of vacation time.
It was comfortable for me to believe that poverty, homelessness,
incarceration, and addiction were individual problems—isolated
events that cursed my family or were caused by an accumulation of personal mistakes and character deficiencies. People who
struggled and suffered made choices that led them down that path.
7
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While I never said that aloud, I had absorbed those lessons from
a society that worshiped individualism and a pull-yourself-up-by-
your-bootstraps philosophy.
But sometimes the narratives that shore up our comfort begin
to shift. Sometimes, when the wind is right, when we’ve stepped
out beyond the walls that shelter us, greater truths stir us from
our slumber and point our sails in a new direction.
I was first wrested awake from a third-row metal desk in a
Biblical Ethics class the fall of my sophomore year. My professor,
Dr. Lee Camp, was a master at waking people up. His Alabama-
tinged voice resounded as he read statistics aloud: “Over twenty-
nine thousand children under the age of five die every day from
hunger and preventable diseases. While Americans spend eight
billion dollars a year on cosmetics and Europeans spend eleven
billion dollars on ice cream,” he continued, “it would only cost
six billion a year to provide basic education and nine billion to
provide water and sanitation to over two billion people who live
across the world without toilets, schools, and clean water.” The
statistics went on and on.1
As I drove home through Appalachia for Thanksgiving break
my sophomore year, the statistics and numbers stayed with me.
Twenty-nine thousand children a day. Twenty-nine thousand children. What did that number even look like? Did they do anything
to deserve their lot? Where was God in that? If suffering was happening on such a large scale, why wasn’t I doing more about it? I
thought about my brand-name clothes, my make-up, my health
insurance. I thought about the steaming food I piled on my plate
every day, the bowls brimming with ice cream.
“It is important that awake people be awake,” writes poet and
conscientious objector William Stafford.2 When I got home, I
couldn’t sleep. I felt suffocated by my own comfort and possessions. I felt choked by the food I wasted while others starved. I
didn’t know what to do, so I researched a nonprofit Dr. Camp had
mentioned in class. They held an event called the 30 Hour Famine,
8
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during which students fasted to draw attention to global poverty
and raise money to alleviate hunger.
After Thanksgiving, I brought the idea of hosting a campus-wide
30 Hour Famine to my girls’ service club. They loved the idea, and
we signed up to do the event the following February. We knew we
had to do something to get people’s attention, so we decided we’d
cut out twenty-nine thousand paper dolls to hang up along the
walls of the student center and dining hall. For six weeks, we spent
every extra moment planning and snipping paper dolls out of old
newspapers and magazines, handouts from recycling bins, and construction paper. Our fingers ached. We worked during class breaks.
With bandage-speckled hands, we labeled baggies with the number
of paper dolls each contained—fifty, one hundred, two hundred.
When we had twenty-nine thousand, or as close to it as our
counting allowed, we took them to the student center late one
Sunday night. An eerie quiet surrounded us. No one was in sight.
We unraveled the chain of dolls from each bag and used several
rolls of tape to connect them at the hands and hold them up. Beside the miniature assorted figures, we hung statistics and signs
explaining what the paper dolls represented.
The next morning, nervous energy raced up my spine. When
I got to the student center, the air was electric. A hush filled the
space that once hummed with chatter. Students and faculty traced
the lines of paper dolls upstairs to the dining hall and gathered
around the signs and stats.
Flannery O’Connor wrote that when people aren’t listening,
you must sometimes shout, and when people aren’t paying attention, “you draw large and startling figures.”3 So we did.
Some of the university administrators didn’t appreciate our
unconventional tactics. They had us remove the paper dolls the
next week and created a policy that students had to get approval
in order to post flyers in the student center. Despite the pushback,
over one hundred students and a handful of faculty members participated in the first 30 Hour Famine.
9
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Those who participate in the discipline of fasting know that
something mystical can happen during a fast. You forgo something
in the physical realm and set your gaze, your heart, your hunger
on something beyond. “What eyes are for the outer world,” says
Gandhi, “fasts are for the inner.”4 The 30 Hour Famine was held
during Lent, a season of fasting in the Christian tradition. One
night, when I was at a contemplative Vespers service at Otter Creek
Church, a passage from the book of Isaiah was highlighted:
Is this the kind of fast I have chosen,
only a day for people to humble themselves?
Is it only for bowing one’s head like a reed
and for lying in sackcloth and ashes?
Is that what you call a fast,
a day acceptable to the Lord?
Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen:
to loose the chains of injustice
and untie the cords of the yoke,
to set the oppressed free
and break every yoke?
Is it not to share your food with the hungry
and to provide the poor wanderer with shelter—
when you see the naked, to clothe them,
and not to turn away from your own flesh and blood?
(Isa. 58:5–7)

That passage burrowed in me like a seed in soil. I read the entire chapter again and again until it split, until it rooted, until it
sprouted fiercely in my blood.

Modern-Day Prophets
Two years later, during my senior year, we launched Facing Hunger Week on campus with hopes of spurring action on issues of
10
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global and local poverty and hunger. The week would culminate
with the third 30 Hour Famine. An international nonprofit would
be our global partner, but we were still looking for a local partner
to speak at an upcoming forum on campus.
One February afternoon, the air was unseasonably warm.
Plagued with a case of senioritis, I skipped class with my friend
Richard. We drove downtown to the Arcade, an old, open-air mall,
to roam through free art galleries. We strolled through rooms of
yellowing book pages cut and folded into art, enormous canvases
sliced with flesh-colored paints, and exhibits of empty birdcages
and mason jars containing specimens from everyday life. Hail the
high art of young-adulthood angst.
As we wandered from gallery to gallery, I suddenly found myself
in front of the wall-sized window of an office. Inside, statistics
about poverty and black and white photos hung on every wall. The
faces in the photos were weathered and worn but didn’t shy away
from the camera lens. I later learned that this was the photography
of Tasha French Lemley, who was about to start The Contributor, Nashville’s first street newspaper. The eyes that once looked
straight into the shutter of Tasha’s camera now pierced mine. The
images held my gaze: winter trees and shanties cloistered in the
shadows of an interstate overpass, a man sitting cross-armed with
his bags beneath the concrete arch of a bridge, deep dirt creases
like leaf-veins encircling the haunting eyes of a woman.
I stood there long enough for a woman to open the office door.
“Uh, honey,” she said with a hint of concern, “you wanna come
in?” I nodded and stepped into the office of the Nashville Homeless
Power Project—a group of people who were currently or formerly
unhoused5 and were organizing around issues of affordable housing, criminalization, and economic equity.
Inside, I met some of the lead organizers, including Bryan, then
a resident at the Nashville Rescue Mission. Bryan waved me back
to one of the filing cabinets. “I want to show you something,” he
said. He pulled out a newspaper clipping, a recent op-ed he had
11
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written about the need for more affordable housing. Without hesitation, I invited a few of these organizers to speak at the forum.
They agreed and we exchanged numbers.
A couple weeks later, Alonzo and Clemmie came to campus
to represent the Power Project and talk to students about poverty
and homelessness in Nashville. I got to the conference room early.
Tasha brought photos to display and propped them on easels.
Gradually, students and faculty began filing in, and before long,
every seat was filled. We scavenged a few extra chairs from nearby
rooms, but as the forum began, it was standing room only. There
were over one hundred people packed in, with dozens of people
lined against the walls.
“What are the causes of homelessness?” Alonzo asked. He
stood, ignoring the seat provided for him. His dreadlocks were
tied neatly behind his head, and his confident posture held everyone’s gaze. “You’ve heard it said that people are homeless because
they’ve got mental illness, because they want to be, because they’re
not trying.” He continued, “But what we see on the outside are
some of the symptoms of homelessness rather than the causes.
They are the leaves of the tree. In order to understand what’s really
going on, we need to get down to the roots.”
Clemmie, a former sex worker who would later be recognized
as Nashvillian of the Year, picked up where Alonzo left off. “Look
around at this city,” she said. “The people on the streets aren’t
homeless. They’re houseless. They’re not lazy. They’re working
double shifts at jobs that don’t pay the bills!”
“Right!” followed Alonzo. “You gotta understand that the root
causes of homelessness are the lack of affordable housing and the
lack of adequate wages. So why aren’t our leaders doing anything
about that?”
“It just so happens,” said Clemmie, now also standing, “that
good ole Mayor Bill Purcell has been making a lot of promises
about making a dent in homelessness. He says we need to build
two hundred units of affordable housing a year. Problem is, his
12
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last budget address is coming up, and guess what isn’t in it?” She
paused, placing her hands on the table. “Money for affordable
housing!”
Students shook their heads in
“The people on the
dismay. A larger understanding of
streets aren’t homeless.
what was going on was growing,
They’re houseless.
and the frustration in the room was
They’re not lazy.
palpable. As I listened to Alonzo
and Clemmie, my back propped They’re working double
against the wall, it was as if I was
shifts at jobs that don’t
listening to the prophet Isaiah or
pay the bills!”
Jeremiah. Woe to those who make
unjust laws and deprive the poor of
—Clemmie Greenlee
justice (cf. Isa. 10:2). Woe to those
who build their palaces by unrighteousness, their upper rooms
by injustice. Woe to those who make their own people work for
nothing, not paying them for their labor (cf. Jer. 22:13).
Alonzo and Clemmie knew homelessness inside and out. They
knew the people, the institutions, the powers. They had descended
into the living hell of our city’s streets and jails and now bore witness to their experiences. They took us by the hand and pointed
out the realities and injustices we had not yet learned to discern.
Here are city leaders who say what people want to hear but don’t
follow through. Here are the subhuman conditions people in our
own city are living in—tents and alleys for homes, no food to feed
their children.
That night, my mind rolled over Alonzo’s and Clemmie’s words,
the lives of the prophets we were reading about in class, and a
well-known parable. In the parable, a villager comes upon a river
where a baby is flailing in the water, rushing downstream. The
villager jumps in, manages to pull the baby out, and then realizes
another is coming. She jumps back in and rescues that baby too,
only to see another barreling downstream. One of her friends runs
to the village to get more help, and they soon set up a system for
13
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rescuing the babies, even establishing an orphanage in town. But
the babies just keep coming, day after day. After nearly a week,
everyone is exhausted. The first villager slumps on the riverside,
utterly spent, until a revelation ripples through her head and heart.
If she wants to change things, she can’t stay in the village or at the
riverside. She needs to journey upstream to find out why so many
babies are being swept downstream in the first place.
All the volunteer projects I had organized and participated in up
to this point had been downstream. If things were going to change,
I would have to learn to journey upstream. The more I thought
about the parable, however, the more I realized the idea of babies
in need of rescue was problematic. By nature, babies are helpless,
needy, dependent. They are incapable of their own agency, not
yet able to speak. Bryan, Alonzo, and Clemmie, however, weren’t
needy, voiceless, or powerless. Perhaps those in the parable who
were coming downstream—like people on the streets today—had
experience and knowledge that the villagers—folks like me—did
not have. Perhaps they had the ability to teach us about the terrain the river covers, its currents, and maybe
even its source.
I was learning
Through my friendship with members of
that I wasn’t
the Power Project, I was the learner—not
called to merely the rescuer. Some had been organizing for
their rights since before I was born. They
pray for city
were teaching me that I could not ultimately
leaders to do the address homelessness and other injustices
right thing. I was through charity, service, and volunteerism
also called to act alone. It would have to involve addressing
what was upstream.
in tangible ways.
I was learning that I wasn’t called to
merely pray for city leaders to do the right
thing. I was also called to act in tangible ways. “Suppose a brother
or a sister is without clothes and daily food,” says the apostle
James. “If one of you says to them, ‘Go in peace; keep warm and
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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” (James 2:15–17). I knew the passion I felt had to
be channeled into concrete action in the world.
A couple days later, I called my new friends at the Power Project.
“I’ve been thinking,” I said. “What if we got students on campus to
do a letter-writing campaign petitioning Mayor Purcell to include
more money for housing in his final budget?” They were all ears.
“And maybe then,” I said, “we could have some sort of march or
rally and deliver the letters?”
They loved that students were organizing and offered to support us however they could. The idea was born and we got busy.

Decision Time
Darkness pooled like water in the shadows as I slogged across
campus for a meeting with the other student organizers. It was
two days before the march and rally, and we were stuck between
the excitement of those cheering us on and mounting pressure
to cancel. As I slogged, the air smelled of leftover rain. Part of
me pined for risk, the other sought stability. I prayed for a bolt
of lightning to sizzle from the sky and strike true—to smite the
path I shouldn’t go. I prayed for some magic to weave together my
fraying threads of certainty, to make me feel confident and whole.
But no lightning sizzled, no grand tapestry of answers appeared.
Instead, my face flushed against the cool of the evening.
We needed sound advice. Someone we could trust. And then,
it hit me.
Father Strobel.
As it turns out, Father Strobel, whom I would later come to
know as Charlie, had gotten my number from a friend at the Power
Project. After realizing who he was, I called him back to accept
his offer to lead the opening prayer. He was excited to hear that
students were mobilizing and offered to help in any way he could.
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And now, we needed that help. I updated him on our predicament
and asked if he could meet us on campus.
The seven of us who were planning the action gathered in a
small meeting room in a dorm on campus. Richard and Andrew
opened a box of donuts and the sugary smell wafted through
the room. Charlie walked into the lobby of the dorm wearing a
heather-gray sweatshirt and matching sweatpants. If I told him
now that I thought of him as a saint in sweats, he would wince with
bashfulness. Charlie was in his sixties and had thin whitish-gray
hair, eyes the color of far-off mountains, and a gentle demeanor.
His presence alone brought a steadiness to the room. We told him
about the tensions we were facing. Rather than telling us what
to do, Charlie leaned in and asked, “Where are each of you in
Scripture right now?”
Silence held. Gradually, each voice filled the void.
Isaiah.
Jeremiah.
The Sermon on the Mount.
Matthew 25.
The early church.
All of us were drawn to places of hope, places of resistance,
places that turned society’s rules and the status quo upside down.
The poor were blessed, the hungry were fed, the wanderer was
sheltered, and people were called to embody a kind of disruptive
love in their actions.
When we brought up the opposition from authority figures,
Charlie told us stories about his involvement in student protests
in the 1960s. “You do realize that you have the authority to follow
through with this action,” he said. “That authority comes from the
Spirit and from Scripture. It is the authority that has been lived out
across time and is still being lived out in people like you today.” He
could tell we were still uncertain and afraid. “Here’s the thing,” he
continued with a slight smile. “When you pray for patience, God
will often give you difficult and trying circumstances so that you are
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forced to learn patience. Likewise, in order to become courageous,
you must go through some frightening and challenging things.”
He paused and we leaned in. “Courage is not experienced in your
heart until you face fear.”
Charlie said goodbye a little before midnight. The seven of us
huddled together when he left. We decided that we would continue
with the rally, but instead of marching, we would simply gather on
the lawn in front of city hall. We were young and not quite ready to
test the police lieutenant’s threat of arrest. But that would be the
last time we ever let the police dictate whether we would march.

Turning the Page
The day of the rally had finally come. The sun held high in the
cloudless azure sky, radiating the warmth of early spring. Richard,
Andrew, the other student organizers, and I all wore red bandanas
tied around our arms and foreheads. The Romanesque columns of
city hall towered before us as we walked across the lawn. Already,
dozens of people had gathered, carrying signs that read “Housing
Is a Human Right” and “Ensure Justice.”
I found Clemmie and she wrapped me in a tight hug. I stuttered
through news interviews with her, and as the time to begin drew
near, approximately two hundred people were there—students,
professors, members of the Power Project, people on the streets,
and other advocates.
The people who gathered formed a long line that snaked around
the stairs of city hall. We handed a few letters to each person, and
they delivered them one by one to the mayor’s representative at
the top of the steps. While the line moved forward, the crowd sang
songs that Bryan passed out on sheets of paper. He had rewritten
civil rights songs, changing tunes like “Will the Circle Be Unbroken?” to “Will the Cycle Be Unbroken?”
I stood to the side of the crowd as the songs echoed across
the lawn, preparing to give the keynote address. I had my notes
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prepared but couldn’t keep my hands from shaking and my voice
from catching in my throat.
All my life, I had been conditioned by my upbringing in the
Church of Christ to stay quiet. In that tradition, I was taught
that God spoke through men—not women. When I asked why,
my Bible school teachers quoted verses like 1 Corinthians 14:34
that said, “Women should remain silent.” Ever since then, every
time I tried to speak in public, my mouth felt stuffed with cotton.
I had internalized the message that I shouldn’t speak up. Despite
feeling called to leadership roles, I had not received the practice or
the encouragement that my male counterparts from the Churches
of Christ had been given.
Before we started, Charlie walked over to me. “Looks like a
pretty good crowd!” he said, his eyes lighting up with his smile.
“How are you feeling?”
“I’m so nervous,” I told him as my stomach knotted into itself.
“Would it be okay if I prayed for you?” Charlie asked. I nodded. He placed his right hand on my shoulder and began to pray
over me. I closed my eyes. Sunlight poured over us. Time stretched
and slowed. A new kind of breath filled my lungs. The words
Charlie said to us Wednesday night came back to me: You do
realize that you have the authority to follow through with this
action.
When my eyes opened, my gait and hands were steady, my heart
calm.
Charlie walked before the crowd. “In all my thirty years working on the streets,” he said, “I’ve never seen a group of students
gather like this.”
Everyone erupted in applause. When the cheering died down,
he led the opening prayer. After the “amen,” stillness descended,
and he turned to me and stepped aside. I felt my feet carry me
out in front of my peers. I introduced the other student organizers
and gave a shout-out to the Power Project. The crowd broke into
applause. My hands, somehow composed, unfolded my notes.
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“Today is a beginning,” I started. “Today we hope to spark a
community-wide movement. Today we hope to open a discussion
that seeks creative ways to face the problem of homelessness in
Nashville. We assemble out of a deep care and concern for our
unhoused friends, and out of a great disturbance that our cars and
pets receive more housing than our neighbors.”
Members from the Power Project clapped and hooted as someone shouted, “Amen!”
“As students, we confess that we have not made addressing
homelessness a priority in the past. But today, we commit to doing
so in the future. We would also like to apologize to those who are
unhoused, that we have accepted this injustice and that we have
taken so long to speak out.” I invoked the words of Clemmie and
Alonzo, proclaiming that one of the root causes of homelessness
was the lack of affordable housing. “We are here to ask Mayor
Purcell to make housing a priority in his final budget proposal
because we believe that housing is more than a need. Today, we declare that we believe housing is a condition of life, a human right.”
Applause flared out again from the crowd. I called on the God of
compassion and justice to be present and to spark change within us
and our community. After I spoke, Andrew came forward to lead a
closing prayer and we all joined hands, connected as never before.
March 2007 was a crucial time in Nashville’s history. Later
that month, a dozen housing advocates, including members of the
Power Project and Charlie, would be arrested for civil disobedience on that lawn. A new mayor—Karl Dean—would be voted
in that fall. New luxury condos were going up, with more in the
planning stages. We could feel the social, economic, and political
tides around us turning, but we didn’t yet know how powerful
their undertow would be.
As the rally ended, a euphoria danced in my bones. For once in
my life, I was exactly where I was supposed to be. A man with a
ruddy face and gray curly hair pushed his red-framed bike toward
me across the lawn. I would later find out that he was a well-known
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advocate living on the streets and that he once ran for city council
and knew the inner workings of our city government and our
housing authority better than anyone. We would work together
for years to come.
His eyes traced the front of city hall and the remnants of the
crowd.
“Do you know what this means?” he asked. I shook my head.
“You’re an activist now,” he said with certainty.
I searched his eyes with mine, waiting for him to break into
laughter, say it was a joke, or tell me what I should do next. But
his gaze held. My page had turned.
After the crowd dispersed, I walked across the lawn to a fountain with Andrew, Richard, and a couple other student organizers.
Streams of cool water shot up from slick granite tiles, cresting
high above our heads. We kicked off our shoes and ran beneath the
fountain’s spray. The water fell on us like pelting rain. I held my
palm over a jet and it rushed out around me. Light and shadows
cut through the spray, flashing around us.
I looked across at Andrew to see that he was also looking at me.
Perhaps it was our late nights in the computer lab or our lengthy
debriefing sessions after talking to administrators and authorities,
but a kind of chemistry was growing between us. Without him,
the rally would never have happened. Without him, I would have
caved from the pressure or burned out altogether. Without him, I
would have been a flame without fuel. I smiled, nearly blushing,
and looked away.
Utterly drenched, we laughed our way to a patch of grass and
dried out in the sun. We were exhausted yet invigorated. Blades
of green rose up around our bare feet and arms. The cherry trees
surrounding us were pink with bloom. More tensions and uncertainty would come down the road, but for the moment, we basked
in the late afternoon light, washed and changed.
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