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alley, charging visitors per hour per table,
or for unlimited membership. Smith says
the model is strategic in more ways than
one, allowing Christians to form relation-
ships with Detroit entrepreneurs, which
is what has happened at Awakenings’ art
gallery.

“We Christians need to be at the fore-
front of being imaginative, creative, and
innovative in bringing economic viability
for cities that are hurting,” he says.

The key for Christians, though, will be
doing so in a way that rightly remembers
their city’s history—and their neighbors.

“Newcomers come in without a sense of
history and act as though Detroit is a blank
canvas,” notes Mark VanAndel, pastor of dis-
cipleship at Citadel of Faith. Pastor Carey
remembers watching Detropia, a new docu-
mentary about postindustrial Detroit. “One
interviewee said, ‘I'm an artist and could
never afford to live like this anywhere else; if
this doesn’t work out, we don’t lose anything
because we’re at the bottom.’

“When he said that, it was like a knife
went through me,” says Carey. “This is ‘the
bottom’? You can’timagine the griefa person
feels when this is the place that is home.”

“I didn’t realize how deeply I'd be
offended when other people, even Chris-
tians, would joke about Detroit,” says Foster.
“It’s like they were making fun of my kid.”

Carey and Foster say that as Detroit
adjusts to a new set of migrants—those with
hope, creativity, and incredible privilege—
Christians in Detroit must keep a city with
a battered soul spiritually intact.

“Who advocates for Grandma, who has
worked here forever, who loves this city but
is unable to fix her roof?” says Carey. “What
about the young man who has gone through
the public schools and still can’t read and
is now approaching 20 with no source of
income? Who speaks for them?

“We can’t let businesses or the govern-
ment be responsible for the soul of the city.
That’s what Detroit is known for—its soul.”

A drive along Woodward Avenue might
suggest that Detroit’s soul has left the build-
ing. But stay awhile and drive through Bos-
ton-Edison, through Piety Hill, along Wyo-
ming Street, in the places where Christians
have chosen in faith to stay instead of leave.
There, you'll find an empire fallen but far
from forgotten. 8

Today and editorial director of This Is Our City.
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How Christian urban farmers are planting
new life in Detroit’s vacated landscape.

By Melissa Steffan

ROWING UP in the Nether-

lands, Riet Schumack dreamed

ofbecoming a farmer. But when

she married and moved to inner-
city Detroit, she wondered if her dream was
dead. “T hate big cities,” Schumack says, “so
when the Lord called us [here]—there was no
way around it—we spent many years ques-
tioning God.”

Detroit isn't exactly an agricultural
paradise. Drive across the city, built for 2
million residents, and signs of decline are
everywhere. Some 200,000 lots
are vacant or foreclosed, and even
city-owned land is overgrown and
strewn with litter and refuse.

But all the empty and unused
land makes Detroit an urban gardener’s
heaven. In the past decade alone, the number
of gardens has grown from under 50 to
over 1,400, as more residents—including
Schumack—see opportunity in the citywide
land crisis. Schumack says Detroiters involved
in the urban farming movement—which has
blossomed in other metro areas as well—are
typically either New Agers or Christians. But
the Christians pursue farming for different
reasons, and through a variety of methods.

There is no shortage of blight where
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Schumacklives, a four-square-mile neighbor-
hood ironically named Brightmoor. She
points out which homes are abandoned,
vacant, and sliding into decay. But when she
reaches one of her youth gardens, she beams.
In the midst of poverty, Schumack is growing
vegetables to teach her neighbors about the
beauty of creation and labor.

“We are created to be co-creators and
stewards,” she says. “If you don’t give
[people] something to steward, they’re miss-
ing out on why they were created.”

After Schumack moved to
Brightmoor in 2006, she wondered
how she could minister to the
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iﬁ... neighborhood. She took an inven-
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tory of her passions—“children”
and “gardening” topped the list—and began
building rapport with Brightmoor residents.

“If you want to work somewhere, you
should move there,” she says. “Jesus didn’t
stay in heaven, point his finger down, and say,
‘Be healed.” He came to Earth and became
one of us—and out of that, he ministered.”

But community development is hard
when 70 percent of the houses are empty.
When they moved, former residents took
with them social capital and resources, leav-
ing those who remained with little incentive
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to care for their space. So in 2009, Schumack helped
establish Neighbors Building Brightmoor, an organi-
zation that runs “community-initiated, -driven, and
-executed” cleanup projects within a 21-block radius.
She said the organization now has 50 active house-
holds—and at least as many community gardens.

In the vacant lots on either side of her house, Schumack works
primarily with neighborhood youth as young as 9 years old, whom
she calls “gardenkids.” On their first day with Schumack, garden kids
learn to plant radishes, one seed every inch. Their first attempts are
always “disastrous,” she says, but then they start to catch on—and
they keep coming.

Springis the kids’ favorite season: They sell their produce at local
farmers’ markets, including Eastern Market, Detroit’s six-block public
market, which attracts tens of thousands of people each Saturday.
The first time Schumack’s garden kids went to Eastern Market, they
sold out within an hour. They are especially pleased by this as they
get to keep their profits.

That's the same strategy Jerry Hebron, executive director of North-
end Christian Community Development, uses on the other side of the
city, butwith a twist: To drive commercial activity in her neighborhood,
Hebron started not only a garden but her own farmers’ market as well.

Hebron has been running the Oakland Avenue Community Garden
since 2009. She started it with support from Greening of Detroit,
a large nonprofit, and her church. St. John’s Evangelistic Temple
members identified access to food as one pressing issue they could
address, so they started the Oakland Avenue garden on three church-
owned lots. With a little outside capital, the garden overflowed into
seven surrounding lots.
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Top 10 Rating: Jerry Smith over-
sees operations at Capuchin Soup
Kitchen, which runs Earthworks
Urban Farm as one of its ministries.
Earthworks was named one of
Natural Home magazine’s top 10
urban farms in the United States.

The ministry expanded when U.S. Department
of Agriculture funds helped purchase a hoop house
that creates a year-round greenhouse environment;
they then launched a summer farmers’ market.
Hebron says they sell almost 4,000 pounds of
produce to locals.

“They get to have a relationship with us,” she says. “They get
to see how the produce they're putting in their body comes out of
the ground.”

But Brightmoor and Oakland Avenue face different challenges.
Whereas Brightmoor is primarily residential, Oakland Avenue used
to be its neighborhood’s commercial center, which businesses aban-
doned after the riots of the 1960s and the economic downturn.

Hebron says she hopes her farm’s presence will help increase
commercial demand and revitalize Oakland Avenue.

“We don’t have a Laundromat, a cleaners, a bakery,” she says.
“[But] we're here. By us being here, we are reaching out to businesses,
saying they need to take advantage of the vacancy.”

TAKING FARMS TO SCALE
Detroit’s smaller urban farmers are being joined by agribusiness.
Agribusiness isn’t welcomed by all, but Mike Score, president of
Hantz Farms, has changed many a mind in the last four years.
Unlike community gardens and small-scale farms, Hantz Farms is
afor-profitbusiness started in 2008 by John Hantz, founder of Hantz
Group. Score, a Detroit native and agricultural scientist, manages day-
to-day operations for the forestry-based farm venture. Currently that
includes overseeing the growth of 900 saplings in the Indian Village
neighborhood, where the city has let Hantz buy land and test the “Hantz
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‘We are created to be co-creators and stewards. If you don’t give people
something to steward, they re mrssmg out on why they were created.’

~ Riet Schumack, Neis

Woodlands” model.

“Gardeningis good, but it’s not enough to fill the gap in this city,”
Score says. “We need some large-scale farms in the city that would
make better use of the natural resources.”

Both Hantz and Score believe the abundance of city-owned land
is “killing the city.” Many of the lots go unmanaged, thus hurting the
investment value of neighboring homes and businesses. “If there’s a
vacant parcel today, nobody will buy it because it will be cheaper tomor-
row,” Score says. “There’s no incentive to build anything in Detroit.”

But there is incentive to grow, which is why Hantz plans to pur-
chase swaths of publically owned land, up to 40 acres at a time,
and plant saplings. Then Hantz Farms will maintain the land and
wait—for 60 years, when the trees are ready to be harvested and will
yield a 5 percent annual return on equity, Score says.

“It’s a long-term crop, but we’re in a position where we can [be
patient],” he says. “We're paying cash for the land, taking over the
maintenance costs, and then removing the blight, which increases
the value of surrounding properties.”

Hantz Farms is not focused on cre-
ating jobs or food sources, like many
nonprofit gardens are. But it is commit-
ted to making Detroit more livable and
beautiful. That fits with the mission of
many small-scale gardeners who initially
criticized the Hantz venture, says Score,
calling Hantz’s business success “evil.”

Even friends who knew of his faith
told Score he had “sold out.” He said they
assumed there was “an inherent conflict
to say you care about Detroit, are inter-
ested in urban agriculture, and work on a
large-scale, for-profit business venture.”

But Score has been forbearing, letting his results speak for them-
selves. Now when Score talks to Christians about Hantz Farms, they
agree thatits forestry and farming efforts have helped better Detroit.
Some even talk about it as a sign of God’s kingdom.

“They say, ‘See, this is how God works,’” Score says. He wants
to make sure that people outside the church hear that God cares
and God is working in their midst. “That,” he says, “is the gap that
needs to be bridged.”

FINDING MIDDLE—COMMON—GROUND
Still, some Christians remain skeptical. Schumack, for example, calls
the Hantz venture a “land grab,” and Hebron doubts that a business
would be able to stay true to its mission over 60 years. Critics also say
that such ventures ignore Detroit’'simmediate needs, like access to food.
Mount Elliott residents are finding a middle way and addressing a
different gap: the differences in method between community gardens
and large-scale tree farms. Earthworks Urban Farm is a midsize farm
run by the Franciscan Capuchin Soup Kitchen (csk). It uses large areas
of land for food production to both feed the hungry and make more

Career Switch: Jerry Hebron left work in real estate to
serve full-time at the Oakland Avenue Community Garden
she helped found in Detroit’s Northend.
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food available in the long-term, says csk executive director Jerry Smith.

“Earthworks fits in [naturally] with Franciscan spirituality,” he
adds. “Earthworks is about right relationship with [the] earth and
environment and with each other. They’re spiritual values.”

Earthworks invites people from its soup kitchen to volunteer in
the garden, where they participate in the complete farm-to-table
cycle. That’s how Earthworks evangelizes, Smith says—not through
words, but by the way they operate.

Butit doesn’t hurt that Earthworks helps meet residents’ physical
needs as well. Earthworks contributes fresh produce to more than 2,000
meals served at csk’s two locations every day. Smith says he doesn’t
want Earthworks to expand and farm 50 acres. Already Earthworks
employees and volunteers farm land that spans two city blocks, some
of which the farm owns and some it does not. Smith says that’s the
right size to meet current demand.

Earthworks thrives partly because of its partnership with csk,
which has the resources to fund many of its projects. In contrast
to relatively new start-ups, like Neigh-
bors Building Brightmoor, Earthworks’
funders “have seen our track record and
that we have credibility, so we have that
advantage,” Smith says.

But Score avoids talking about “advan-
tages” and “disadvantages” of different
urban farming methods. Rather, Score
says, Detroit needs to embrace mixed
approaches, because single-lot sales will
not solve Detroit’s larger property-value
problem. If the city wanted to sell all of
its city-owned lots to individuals, Detroit
would need 100,000 buyers. Interest in
urban farming has grown in recent years,
but not to that extent, he says.

Butitis a start. Regardless of whether it reaches 5 or 500 people,
asingle patch of land allows Christians to minister in a nonthreat-
ening way, Hebron says. Her church recently baptized neighbors
who became involved in the Oakland Avenue garden. “The church
and this initiative are impacting people’s lives in a way that is saying
we accept them and love them and they make a difference to us,”
Hebron says.

Similarly, Schumack says gardening helps restore broken rela-
tionships—with the earth and with each other—a view that is not so
far removed from Score’s perspective. In spite of their differences,
both agree: If Detroit were to receive a check for billions from Wash-
ington, D.C., to fix everything, it would not be able to repair broken
relationships within the city. Only God can do that.

“Christians will have a role and God will work more broadly to
make Detroit a better place,” Score says. “People will look at Detroit
and say, ‘Wow, what a comeback.”” 8

Melissa Steffan is Christianity Today s editorial resident.
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