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PREFACE

The Metropolitan Inter-Faith Association – better known by its acronym MIFA – has its roots in the gritty urban poverty, racial discord, and insular congregations of the 1960s.  A handful of visionaries gave birth to an organization that has grown to become one of the largest and most diverse faith-based social service agencies in the country.  In its early days, the press of unmet human needs and the daily challenges of survival meant that MIFA administrators and volunteers only occasionally found time to preserve the sketchy founding documents that would compose MIFA’s history.  However, the organization’s twentieth anniversary in 1988 prompted professional historian Selma Lewis to research and write a comprehensive history, full of insider information.
   At the thirtieth anniversary, Lewis and Marjean Kremer condensed and updated the original history through 1998.
 What follows draws on these two works and  continues the MIFA story through 2010.  Sources for this essay include the monthly Board of Directors’ minutes, in-house publications, newspaper and magazine articles, and interviews with current and former MIFA employees who generously shared their knowledge and experience.
  The author takes full responsibility for any errors that remain.
At this writing, MIFA serves some 60,000 individuals a year and sees an average of ninety people daily in its Emergency Services Welcome Center.  Volunteers deliver nearly 2000 meals every weekday to senior citizens, some of whom gather at the twenty-six affiliated sites and hundreds of others to whom meals are carried directly to their homes.  MIFA’s transitional housing provides well-managed, supervised apartment living and life-skills training for about 120 families every year.  Eighty- six full time employees and seventy-three part time workers staff the MIFA offices at 910 Vance Avenue.   Every year MIFA logs at least 310,000 volunteer service hours.  When that figure is computed at $20.85 per hour, the agency can be said to receive the equivalent of $6.5 million dollars’ worth of services per year.
  Board members and administrative staff are constantly discovering unmet human needs in the community, piloting new service opportunities, partnering with other non-profit organizations and governmental agencies to stretch their resources, and envisioning new fund-raising and corporate sponsorship initiatives.  But it was not always thus. 

MIFA’S FOUNDING

The idea of a faith-based response to the city’s historic poverty began with a handful of clergymen whose churches were located in the heart of downtown.  They were called upon daily to address the human suffering of the inner city and realized that none of their congregations could do it alone.  Together, they thought they might provide better solutions than merely dispensing individual acts of charity.  At the instigation of Dean William Dimmick of St. Mary’s Episcopal Cathedral, seven clergymen joined him to establish the Downtown Churches Association (DCA.)
  Seeking to learn more about the successful practices in urban ministry, the group contacted the Association for Christian Training for Service (ACTS), a pilot program of the Episcopal Church that trained clergy and seminarians in urban ministry.  ACTS sent the Rev. William (Bill) Jones, Jr., to Memphis to consult with the Downtown Churches Association.  They soon realized that Memphis’ urban problems were far greater than they alone had the resources or time to tackle.  A larger, city-wide organization was clearly needed for the task at hand.  The ministers identified twenty-two congregations or groups they thought might be receptive to cooperative social service delivery and invited them to a planning meeting dubbed “Consultation on Mission.”   The goals for that meeting were   
· To broaden the basis of understanding among religious groups in greater Memphis; 

·  To encourage openness for cooperation in some on-going way, and 

·  To explore alternative paths.

 On February 18, 1968, some forty-five persons, both clergy and lay, African American and white, met at Idlewild Presbyterian Church for this exploratory conference.  The Reverend Jones provided the expertise and program design for the meeting.  All agreed to move forward by hosting a three-day conference in May that would enlarge the core base and would explore the creation of an inter-faith social service agency.  Participants selected an eight-member steering committee chaired by Dean Dimmick to plan the three-day conference.  
The conference came to naught, however, because the Memphis Sanitation Workers’ Strike, which began in February of 1968, polarized clergy and their congregations over labor issues, race, civil rights, and the “proper” congregational response to each.  Every week of the strike brought increased tension throughout the city as the Mayor and City Council refused to negotiate with strike leaders, who were supported by the American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees (AFSCME).  Underlying all the workers’ complaints over working conditions, wages, and the absence of benefits was the ugly reality of a city in which most laborers were black, most professionals were white, and where entrenched segregation kept suburbanites from knowing or seeing poverty’s worst face. 

A number of clergy from the DCA and the larger Memphis Ministers’ Association, including the Reverends Frank McRae and Henry Starks,  Dean Dimmick, and Rabbi James Wax, attempted to mediate the strike dispute at an all-night meeting in the basement of St. Mary’s Cathedral on February 18.  Mayor Loeb refused to discuss any terms with the strikers as long as the union officials, recently arrived from Washington, D.C., spoke for them.  Dean Dimmick’s attempt failed.  Meanwhile the strikers – many of whom worked full time but still qualified for food stamps under federal guidelines – could not feed their families.  Since the strike had not been pre-planned, no funds were available to tide them over.  Concerned citizens, led by the Rev. James Lawson of Centenary United Methodist Church, formed a liaison committee called Community on the Move for Equality (COME) to provide both financial and emotional support to the striking workers and their families.
  Downtown churches served as food collection and dispensing sites.  Soon civil rights activists and labor leaders brought the strike to the attention of a national audience.  Lawson convinced Dr. Martin Luther King to address the strikers and their supporters on March 18.  Truly moved by the men’s dedication, King vowed to return to the city and lead a protest march through downtown on March 28. When young people at the back of the march broke rank and began breaking store windows with their protest signs, organizers stopped the march and hastened King to safety.  Against the advice of many of his staff, King vowed to return and lead a better orchestrated, non-violent march on April 4.  He saw the Sanitation Workers’ Strike as the perfect prelude to the Poor People’s Campaign he was planning for that summer in Washington, D.C.  While King’s staff worked to negotiate a march permit with city lawyers, he was preparing to have dinner with local supporters when he was assassinated as he stood on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel in downtown Memphis.
  The next day, members of the Memphis Ministers’ Association (mostly white clergy) and the Interdenominational Ministerial Alliance (all African American clergy) marched from St. Mary’s Cathedral to the Mayor’s office to confront Loeb and pray for a negotiated end to the strike.  With racial demonstrations occurring across the country, President Lyndon Johnson sent representatives of the U.S. Department of Labor to Memphis to oversee negotiated terms.  The settlement that followed included the city’s recognition of city employees’ right to organize.  
Some Memphians believe that plans for an inter-faith ministry to the urban poor suffered a severe set-back due to polarizing effect of the strike on racial attitudes.  Other observers argue that the strike fostered new alliances and friendships across racial and denominational lines.   As for the three-day conference that the Downtown Churches Association had planned for May, organizers postponed it until fall.  Meanwhile an enlarged committee of the DMA drew up a constitution, by-laws and a possible organizational structure.
  The conference finally convened on September 15, 1968, at St. Mary’s Cathedral with thirty invited participants.  They elected a racially integrated, denominationally diverse Board of Directors and adopted the name Metropolitan Inter-faith Association.
  In October, the Directors approved the Charter of Incorporation and the Metropolitan Inter-faith Association was born.   

The next task for the Board of Directors was to secure the support of the top Christian denominational administrators in the city, the Jewish congregations (not part of the founding group), the Chamber of Commerce, the Ministers Association, and of course, individual congregations.  When the Directors found resistance and even hostility from some congregational governing boards, they moved to enlist individual members of congregations instead. To publicize the organization and educate the community on the need for practical social services, Waddy West, lay person at St. Mary’s, chaired an information session for some one hundred interested persons at Holy Communion Episcopal Church in April, 1969.  
In the same month, members of the local ASFSME chapter were enlisting scores of women across the city to pressure the City Council to renegotiate the sanitation workers’ contracts.  These efforts resulted in a bus “tour” of neighborhoods where many of the former strikers lived.  Many of the white women who participated came to understand that full-time city employees could still live in dire poverty.  These women went on to establish the Concerned Women of Memphis and Shelby County, a vibrant reform-minded organization.  Scores of these same women would become active in MIFA’s work.
 
MIFA brought to Memphis a new model for meeting social and urban problems. Churches and individuals found themselves being asked to participate in a different kind of ministry, one based on Christian service through an interdenominational organization that utilized secular funding sources and social service models.  Its interracial emphasis contributed to a slow acceptance by traditional  Memphians.   Many remained suspicious of this “new-fangled” organization.  In her original history of MIFA, Selma Lewis quoted Dr. Peter Takayama, sociologist at the University of Memphis:

 
To many people, ecumenical meant interracial, and was immediately controversial.  Black church members regarded MIFA as just another White-sponsored organization which would do little to affect social problems.  The White community saw MIFA as liberal, aggressive, while the Black community saw it as being innocuous. 


Leaders were able to raise about $30,000, largely from the Meeman Foundation, the Presbyterian Church, U.S., and the United Methodist Church, and the Rev. Berkley Poole from Jackson, Tennessee, accepted appointment as MIFA’s first Executive Director.  He worked from a one room office at 43 N. Cleveland donated by the Catholic Diocese of Memphis.  In these early years, MIFA struggled to articulate its purpose:  was its mission an educational one to promote urban ministry?  Or should it lobby to change city policies and attitudes, particularly regarding race?  Poole began a successful program to introduce and orient new clergy to the city and its needs, and a task force on juvenile delinquency also claimed some success.  However, a committee on improved police-community relations disbanded for lack of white community support.   Open dialogue about city problems, broad-based community support, and finances remained a constant struggle and distrust across racial lines, a constant companion.    


After two years, Poole resigned to return to full-time ministry, and the Board seriously considered disbanding MIFA altogether.  In hindsight, it seems clear that the organization had not settled on its mission.  Without consensus around goals and objectives, MIFA could not move forward.   Again the Board turned to the Rev. Bill Jones of ACTS, who strongly recommended that MIFA persevere with new leadership.  Thus the Board, in March of 1972, hired the Reverend Gid Smith, associate pastor of First United Methodist Church, on a temporary and part-time basis.  They charged Smith to bring more local clergy on board and to invigorate the infant organization within six months or they would deem the experiment a failure and close up shop.  Since MIFA was virtually without funds, Smith’s acceptance of the position was certainly an act of faith.  He later joked that he had “no staff and no money” but he took the job anyway.
   
One of Smith’s first decisions was to hire Julia Allen as his administrative assistant.  Allen, an active laywoman at Idlewild Presbyterian Church, was on the MIFA Board of Directors, was married to an administrator at Southwestern College, had life-long connections in the community, and was committed to the church’s role in urban ministry. Together this “dynamic duo” increased the organization’s visibility, credibility and brought additional networks into play, particularly among women’s organizations.  At the end of the six-month trial, commitments from numerous local churches and individuals persuaded the Board that MIFA was viable and should go forward.  By July of 1973, MIFA was able to add a co-director, Bob Dempsey, a former Catholic priest.  The new leadership team had deep connections to Presbyterian (Allen), Methodist (Smith), and Catholic (Dempsey) congregations as well as to Episcopalians who had initiated the ACTS training and organizing of the new body .  Nearly everyone involved in those critical first five years agrees that this triple leadership team saved the organization and provided it with a clear and consistent mission.  Smith has described himself as the “block builder who liked to proceed step by step,” while Dempsey saw himself as “a visionary with an all-encompassing view of the present and the future.”
  Their shared vision was twofold:  1) work for systemic change in Memphis, and 2) provide services to those in need.  In many ways, Allen held these visions together.  Along with the Board members, the staff worked to broaden the ethnic, gender, and religious diversity of the Board which became a model that other civic groups could soon imitate.
FIRMLY PLANTED with EXPANDED SERVICES


Financial support remained MIFA’s biggest challenges.  Roman Catholic Bishop Carroll Dozier arranged a much-needed $10K grant from the Raskob Foundation to establish an Institute of Peace and Justice within MIFA.  But a steady income flow remained necessary to provide the services MIFA wished to pioneer.   Smith and Dempsey applied to a new federal program, the Volunteers in Service to America (VISTA), which was part of President Johnson’s War on Poverty.
   VISTA sent a number of volunteers to work under MIFA direction in July, 1974. But believing that MIFA would be best served by workers who knew and understood the city and its history, two-thirds of the first VISTA class in 1974 consisted of local men and women, most of whom were well-beyond the average VISTA age (recent college graduates).   Dempsey would later say the VISTAs were “the key to MIFA’s success.  .  .  . people who are intelligent, mature, creative, and with initiative.  They are people who wanted to do things.”
  Julia Allen headed the local recruitment effort, serving as a VISTA volunteer as she continued her administrative responsibilities in MIFA.   These local recruits, mostly young and middle-aged married women, brought the agency a wide social network and credibility that MIFA sorely needed at this time. 

The VISTAs quickly became “the arms and legs of MIFA” and many of them went on to become long-term employees, such as Sybil Tucker, who began two Senior Center programs, started Latino Memphis, supervised senior home-repair projects, and eventually became an Associate Executive Director.   Jean Watson later became Director of Administrative Services, Roseanne Botts became Transportation Coordinator of the meals program, and Jeanne Tackett, who had a master’s degree in public administration, headed several programs before becoming the Associate Director.  Margaret Craddock, who began as a VISTA at the Center for Neighborhoods, served as Associate and then the Executive Director of MIFA from 1997-2011.
 The federal supervisory agency found MIFA’s use of local VISTA workers so successful that they extended the grant for an unprecedented thirteen years.  Agencies across the country copied MIFA’s local recruitment idea.

In 1975 MIFA relocated its offices to a larger space at 149 Monroe, but moved again in 1979 to space donated by the First Presbyterian Church, also a downtown location.  The Memphis Presbytery provided critical matching funds for MIFA’s first federal grant:  Project MEET (Memphis Encounters Eating Together).  Using a bus provided by the Salvation Army, MEET transported elderly persons to congregate sites for hot nutritious lunches and other services.  In fact, coordinator Roseann Botts was often called upon to find substitute buses, using congregational vans or whatever was at hand.  One day a bus was stolen while the seniors were eating lunch!  She found a replacement before clients even knew what had happened! When the Delta Area Agency on Aging solicited proposals for senior services in 1976, MIFA successfully competed for that funding.  This allowed MIFA to provide nutritionally balanced hot noon meals for low income residents in a four-county area.  MIFA’s success in meal provision was largely dependent on its growing base of congregational volunteers who worked along with the VISTA workers to deliver and serve the meals.   MIFA engaged Lutheran Social Services, who had originally provided the hot lunches for the MEET program, to also prepare individual lunches that were packaged and delivered to Emmanuel Presbyterian Church.  There volunteers picked up the meals and provided individual delivery to the homebound.  By 1981, MIFA had assumed full implementation of all meal programs in the four-county area of Shelby, Fayette, Tipton and Lauderdale.  Today over 1800 meals a day are prepared in MIFA’s own professional kitchen by an national senior food service contractor and delivered within the four-county area by corporate, congregational, and community volunteers as well as paid staff.  

The Delta Area Agency on Aging also awarded MIFA a grant to document the needs of the elderly in its four -county area.  Six VISTA workers made thousands of individual home visits, carrying primitive, portable copy machines with them in order to photocopy documents for the many new federal assistance programs that emerged under War on Poverty.  VISTA Sybil Tucker directed MIFAs first Senior Center, which was established first in space donated by East High School.  In 1978 it moved to space at Tutwiler and Highland.  The Metro Senior Center began in space at First United Methodist Church.  Both sites provided recreation and fellowship as well as lunch.  Today MIFA continues to utilize these congregate sites for weekday meals but ceased supporting the recreation component in 2007.

MIFA was instrumental in founding Project HOPE (Housing Opportunities for the Elderly), which provided information and counseling to older citizens about the array of housing options for which they might be eligible.  They organized owners and managers of facilities into HOME (Housing Owners and Managers for the Elderly) and launched a free monthly large-print newspaper called Mid-South Senior.  The latter was later spun off to independent status as Best Times.  The Grandma, Please! Program trained volunteer “grandparents” to respond to phone calls from children after school.  Thus even homebound seniors could volunteer and at-risk children found a caring ear and problem-solver.
VISTAs also worked to develop a proposal for a local Health Management Organization (HMO) whereby low-income individuals could band together to secure affordable medical coverage.  Initially meeting with considerable resistance from the business community, Gid Smith persisted with his vision until he secured a $50K grant from the Department of Heath, Education, and Welfare in 1974 for a feasibility study.  Once established, this program was eventually spun off to Pru-Care, an independent insurance company.  In similar fashion, MIFA began the Memphis Literacy Council to tutor adult non-readers in reading and comprehension.  The Council was coordinated by VISTA workers and staffed by community volunteers.  Eventually the Council became a self-governing, non-profit agency which still serves the Memphis metro area from its offices on South Cooper.  The substandard housing so prevalent in Memphis troubled MIFA staff.  VISTA Sybil Tucker headed a two year grant that funded small rehabilitation projects at the homes of low-income residents thus keeping their houses from being condemned as unsafe.   MIFA also served as the coordinating agency for the Vietnamese Resettlement Project in the 1970s.  Staffers recruited congregations who then found housing, jobs, transportation, language tutoring, medical services and anything else needed by persons displaced by the wars and political upheavals in Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos.  

 MIFA’s initial charter had emphasized both systemic change through racial reconciliation and the provision of social services.   By the mid-seventies, when it became clear that MIFA’s social service mission was outpacing its emphasis on integration and reconciliation except as it modeled interracial cooperation, the Board revised its mission statement.  The new mission statement declared that MIFA would “serve as an agency to deliver services in the area of social services, health, education, housing, transportation, and any other areas appropriate to the purpose of MIFA.”  
MIFA sought to address the most immediate client needs through the Family Support Program for which the city contributed funds through its Emergency Assistance Program.  Family Support also administered the Coats for Kids program, a free shoe program made possible by the Philip K. Raiford Memorial Shoe Fund, and the Memphis, Light, Gas and Water assistance program, “Plus-1.”

The changing demographics of the city dictated that MIFA could not forsake its role as social conscience mediator, especially around issues of race.  Desegregation of Memphis City Schools began after the NAACP filed  Northcross v.  Board of Education in 1961 and thirteen African American children enrolled in four White elementary schools that fall.  The excessively slow compliance by the school system led to student boycotts and teacher strikes in 1969.  By 1970, fifty-four of the 155 public schools were comprised of students entirely of one race.  U.S. Federal Judge Robert McRae, Jr. from Memphis finally ordered busing to achieve desegregation.  It began in January, 1973, and resulted in significant “white flight” from the downtown and mid-town areas. 
  MIFA’s Board of Directors brainstormed ways to help neighborhoods stabilize including recovering neighborhood history and identity.  In 1976 they secured a grant from the Tennessee Committee for the Humanities (now Humanities Tennessee) which would involve local residents in recovering neighborhood history.  Two recent Ph.D. graduates from the University of Memphis, Peggy Jemison and Betty Tilley, worked with VISTA volunteers and residents to produce histories of eight Memphis neighborhoods.  Some forty radio programs disseminated these sagas of neighborhood growth and pride.  The programs aired on stations WLYX and WEVL in Memphis.  
Clearly neighborhood viability was becoming a major focus of MIFA‘s efforts.   MIFA partnered with the city of Memphis to establish the Center for Neighborhoods under the leadership of Vida Andersen.  Located in the historic George Collins Love House, the Center sponsored workshops for neighborhood leaders, encouraged economic revitalization, and promoted neighborhood stabilization through shared projects.   They encouraged private companies and local institutions to “adopt” a neighborhood and to assist in its planning.  For example, LeMoyne Owen College and the Memphis Housing Authority worked with residents of the LeMoyne Gardens public housing project to beautify and utilize properties in the area.  The Center for Neighborhoods is currently run by the city.
At a time when busing was removing children from their neighborhood schools, MIFA worked with representatives from the Memphis Better Schools Committee to study the long term effects of desegregation.  They received a Mott Foundation grant to examine how abandoned schools might be used as centers for community services and education.  This continuing interest in neighborhoods led to a second Tennessee Humanities grant which enabled volunteers, working under historian Emily Ruch and anthropologist Bridget Ciaramitaro, to research the effects in the Hollywood neighborhood of an industrial dump site.  They also investigated the future of the county’s largest park, Shelby Farms, which developers coveted for the city’s expanding suburban population.  Finally, the researchers examined the impact of zoning changes on the stability of local neighborhoods.

As local clergy struggled to meet the desperate needs of strangers who appeared at their offices, MIFA VISTA workers began a two-fold project to track and identify the kinds of help that congregations were providing.  Dividing the city into four zones, one VISTA worker facilitated the existing congregational food pantries and clothes closets in each zone.  They also established a tracking system via telephone, so that any participating congregation could learn what another congregation had already provided for a needy individual.  Clergy appreciated the accountability system which enabled them to cut down duplication of services or outright opportunism.  Everyone’s resources went further.  MIFA dubbed the tracking system “Churches and Synagogues Serving Families” (CSSF) but later changed the name to CASES (Churches’ and Synagogues’ Emergency Services).  CASES coordinated congregational food panties (see below) and the Christmas Store.  The latter was the brainchild of Vicki Bolton, a case worker for the TN Department of Human Services.  She was frustrated by the well-meaning but inappropriate gifts that arrived for families at Christmas.  She envisioned placing all donations in a store-like setting where qualified parents could select the toys they desired their children to receive.  Begun in 1975, the Christmas Store was serving some 15,000 children by the late 1980s.  A burglary of $5,000 worth of toys on December 3, 1995, made national news and brought an outpouring of gifts from the Memphis community.

Clearly the Metropolitan Inter-faith Association had come into its own and flourished under the dynamic leadership of Gid Smith and Bob Dempsey, the organizational and recruiting skills of Julia Allen, and the cohort of VISTA volunteers.  However, operations often proceeded on a wing and a prayer, especially when MIFA parlayed short-term grants into new programs.  According to Dempsey, “the arrangement was a ‘house of cards.’  There were times when losing one grant would have finished MIFA.”
 Near the end of the ‘seventies, Dempsey, who had been attending law school in the evenings, resigned to practice law full time.  Gid Smith chose Jeanne Tackett, a VISTA worker who had headed several MIFA programs, to become the agency’s first Associate Director.  In 1981 Margaret Ryan followed Tackett as MIFA’s second Associate Executive Director and devoted considerable skills to the business-management side of operations.

 Never an organization to sit back on its laurels, the MIFA leadership continually reevaluated programs for possible phasing out or moving to independent status, while it continued to develop new programs to meet expanding community needs.  MIFA became experienced in bringing together multiple community voices and agencies to address new needs or improve coordination of services.  The agency could invest more time in the strategic evaluation of programs.   Once a program was well-established in the community and had its own client base and funding source, MIFA spun that program off to another agency or helped it become independent.    For example, the Refugee Resettlement Program was handed over to Catholic Charities.  The Memphis Literacy Council, the Mid-South Senior Newspaper, and the Peace and Justice Center all became self-sustaining programs.    MIFA’s concern for abused and neglected children led to the creation of the independently staffed and financed Child Advocacy Center.   
VISTA workers assisted congregations in establishing or continuing food pantries, seeking locations throughout the city.  CASES managed the twenty-four food pantries and two food collection and packaging sites.  When federal law changed in the 1980s to allow grocers and distribution companies to donate wholesale food to a central distribution center, VISTA Virginia Dunaway established the Memphis Food Bank.  It proceeded to provide millions of pounds of food each month to congregational distribution sites and to other agencies that fed the hungry.  The renamed Mid-South Food Bank eventually became an independent organization and MIFA sold its warehouse collection site to them. Today that agency serves a 31-county area through the auspices of Feeding America, a national food banking network.   While a few congregational clothing closets continued to exist, MIFA established a Clothing Closet in space donated by First United Methodist Church.  Clients were free to “shop” for their family’s clothing needs in one central location.  Around the same time, Memphis Light, Gas and Water instituted the “Plus One” program which allows utility users to check off a one dollar donation to MIFA to use for one-time, emergency utility needs.  MIFA’s Emergency Services handles these utility requests.   

 Still other MIFA programs were modified or enlarged and given different names and/or organizational structures.  For example, the home repair program begun in the early 1970s by Sybil Tucker became the “Handyman Program,” one of MIFA’s signature achievements. New programs inaugurated in the 1980s included the City Slickers, a program designed to place teenagers from low-income families in summer jobs.  Initially begun by the inter-racial team of the Rev. Douglass Bailey of Calvary Episcopal Church and Rev. Henry Starks of St. James AME Church, City Slickers paired disadvantaged youth with summer jobs.  MIFA picked up the program in 1984 with funding from the city. The Senior Companion Program, initially funded by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, serves two constituencies.  Low income seniors, screened by MIFA staff and given in-depth training, can earn a stipend by serving as a home companion to an ill or elderly citizen.  Thus two at-risk persons receive support: the senior caregiver and the senior receiving care. 

 In 1983 MIFA developed an innovative temporary housing program that brought it national praise in U.S. News and World Report.
  MIFA leased ten homes that were in HUD foreclosure for $1.00 a year.  All were in residential neighborhoods and all were renovated by MIFA to create temporary housing for families in crisis. As news spread about this concrete way to address urban poverty, several local organizations and churches deeded MIFA unused property.  The city funded operating expenses for the residences and MIFA employees screened and counseled families who applied for housing.  Each home was fully furnished including a telephone to facilitate job hunting.  Residents could stay in the temporary housing for up to two months.
   As MIFA staff watched families come and go from their new temporary residences, staff became aware that two months was insufficient time to learn new financial management or job-hunting skills.  They began dreaming about a longer-term, deeper approach to homelessness.  
Meanwhile a major marker in MIFA history occurred in 1984 when the organization moved into its first permanent, self-contained facility at 910 Vance Avenue.  The former home of Robilio’s Restaurant and Grocery, the new building had a complete kitchen for preparation of senior meals, a large storage facility, and sufficient space to accommodate the growing number of program centers and administrative offices.  The Plough Community Foundation provided an $110,000 purchase loan, and then forgave the interest during the first three years.  Such creative financing and foundational support allowed MIFA to bring various program administrators under one roof and move to another level of non-profit viability.  

In conjunction with its new facility and expanding programs, the MIFA Board of Directors developed a longer and more comprehensive mission statement in 1987, one that reflected more accurately the extent of MIFA’s multi-faceted work in the community:  “MIFA will respond quickly to critical and emerging unmet human needs through well-managed services with and on behalf of caring people.”    To accomplish its mission, the Board delineated the following objectives: 

1) foster a spirit of caring and sharing; 

2) maintain a broad base of local support to leverage other funds and resources; 

3) rely on strength and support of volunteers and facilitate opportunities to support them; 

4) assist the needy in a manner that enhances their well-being and preserves their dignity, 

5) imprint the organization with a positive co-operative spirit, along with a business-like orientation.


Temporary living facilities where homeless families could reside until they could successfully enter the private housing market continued high on MIFA’s priority list. MIFA acquired property on the Cossitt cove, near their offices at 910 Vance. Creating a partnership with Mayor Richard Hackett’s office, the Memphis Home Builders’ Association, and HUD’s Community Development Block Grant program, MIFA constructed five 3-bedroom homes  for emergency housing in 1989. These homes were named “Ramesses Place” in honor of the city’s Wonders Series: Ramesses Exhibit whose profits had the city’s contribution.  Even as construction was still underway, MIFA staff under the leadership of Marianne Williams and Associate Director Margaret Craddock set about developing firm guidelines about who could be admitted, how long they could stay, and the kinds of financial, emotional, and parenting support MIFA would provide to the residents. Rather than the 30-60 day stay of their revamped HUD houses, they wanted a total program of support and retraining to enable families to become financially stable before leaving.  MIFA hired recent Rhodes College graduate Conrad Lehfeldt to become manager of its Emergency Housing in 1990. The success of this first temporary housing venture, the lessons learned there, and the continuing need for such housing propelled MIFA into expansion of the program in the next decade.  
Also on MIFA’s radar were the perpetually homeless. In 1985 former VISTAs Selma Lewis and Marjean Kremer organized the Memphis Coalition for the Homeless to provide a forum for agencies that dealt with various aspects of the condition: free meals, overnight shelters, and substance abuse.
 An editorial in the Commercial Appeal noted that MIFA had become the premier social service agency of the city whose “reputation is rock-solid. . . .Wherever people are hurting, MIFA is there.”  The article also noted that “administrative overhead for MIFA programs is a remarkably low 7 percent,” due of course to the tremendous number of volunteers.
  It was with this firm sense of community support that MIFA’s Executive Director since 1972, Gid Smith, could retire in 1989. MIFA had more than survived; it had flourished, and a new era was about to begin.   Allie Prescott, community leader and lawyer, became the new Executive Director.  He was aided by several Assistant Directors with lengthy experience in MIFA, including Jeanne Tackett, Margaret Ryan, Sybil Tucker, Ellen Abbey, and Margaret Craddock.  The agency hired its first full-time development officer, Missie Pidgeon, who had deep connections to both the Presbyterian and Catholic communities and was well-known and respected across the city.  Prescott brought a generous enthusiasm to the organization, nutured staff members and encouraged them to think broadly and creatively in solving problems.  His deep connections to Memphis business leaders proved critical in the years ahead.
INTO the NINETIES
A series of innovative programs and strong community financial support marked the new decade.   In 1994 Ellen Abbey (Westbrook) brought the Board a fund raising idea popular in a number of other cities: a drive-through Christmas light display.  MIFA arranged to use part of Shelby Farms Park for two months each winter to set up and run the holiday event.  Architect Reb Hazlip donated design services for the layout of the light display, and MIFA found a group of local welders willing to build the frames at cost, assisted by students from Tennessee Technology Institute.  Hundreds of volunteers put up strings of lights -- over two million bulbs -- along a 1.3 mile course.  MIFA named this holiday event “Starry Nights.”  Many corporate donors assisted with expenses, especially Union Planters Bank, and volunteers and staff members worked every evening directing cars and taking admission fees.  Visitors paid $10 per car, $25 per van and $100 per bus, fees which also included a locally-produced CD of holiday music.   For five years, Starry Nights remained the principal fund-raising activity of MIFA.   By 1998, the agency documented 5828 fewer cars entering the display than in the previous year.  With the lease for the Shelby Farms property and the commitment of Union Planter’s coming to a close in 1999, the Board deemed it a propitious time to “pull the plug on Starry Nights.”
  

 Affordable housing in good repair and in safe neighborhoods continued to allude MIFA’s resources.   A particularly creative solution found MIFA working with the Home Builders Association to create a “model home” from two unused railway boxcars.  Dubbed “City Cottages” by local marketing guru Ward Archer, the initial home cost MIFA only $1400 for the boxcars with local contractors donating their labor to turn them into houses.  The county’s Homestead Program provided free land on which to locate the models.  The well-insulated and light-filled two-bedroom homes averaged about 1,000 square feet and sold for under $30,000.  Though ingenious in design, the idea of living in a box car never took off and the project ended.

Physically handicapped adults who sought to live independently rather than in nursing homes presented MIFA with another housing challenge.  Erwin Wright, Director of Easter Seals in West Tennessee, and Fred Dinwiddle, Director of the Center for Independent Living, brought disability awareness to the forefront of MIFA concerns.   Easter Seals secured federal funding from the office of Housing and Urban Development to purchase some property adjacent of MIFA’s offices.  MIFA then oversaw the construction of twenty-four specially designed, physically accessible apartments.  These Independent Services Apartments at 865 Linden opened around 1990-91.  In 2010 MIFA transitioned oversight of Independent Apartments, Inc. to United Cerebral Palsy. 
 
 MIFA’s Emergency Housing staff continued to see a great need for temporary housing of families displaced through divorce, domestic abuse, or job loss. Granted, MIFA had some two-month housing, as noted above.  The city of Memphis administered a large public housing program centered in the downtown, medical center, and south Memphis areas.  The Salvation Army and several other charities maintained homeless shelters, mostly for men.  But what was desperately needed were more units like the highly successful Ramesses Place.  (see above)

In 1990 MIFA secured additional property on Cossitt Place, just northwest of Crump Boulevard for a multi-unit housing complex that would include a day care facility and meeting room for residents.  Initial construction was financed by a $99,000 Community Development Block Grant from the City of Memphis.  Invaluable guidance was again provided by the Homebuilders Association under the leadership of Billy Ayres.  Estival Place was dedicated in 1991 with twenty-five apartments available for qualified applicants who agreed to stay at least one year but could qualify for two as long as they were fully participating in the educational program.  The latter included participation in Life Skills classes and enrollment in school or job-training programs.  As profiled in the Downtowner magazine, the first class of graduates from the Estival Life Skills Program included Lisa Beaver, mother of two, whose boyfriend had abandoned her.  In addition to providing housing and counseling, the program assisted her in enrolling in medical assistant training and found her a full-time job in a physician’s office.  According to Conrad Lehfeldt, MIFA’s Director of Housing, the goal of MIFA’s transitional housing was always to help families “take a step toward independence.”
  
The Life Skills Program associated with all of MIFA’s transitional housing has taken a variety of forms through the years, but it has consistently been required of all residents in transitional housing.  Components of the classes include financial management, from interest rates on loans to check writing and balancing to savings plans; domestic violence issues; parenting practices; and school and day care information.  As clients became ready to enter the workforce, MIFA staff members realized that appropriate job-interview attire posed a problem for most of the transitional housing residents.  An article in a women’s magazine prompted women from Idlewild Presbyterian Church to talk about opening a “career clothes closet” about the same time the challenge surfaced for MIFA.  Combining resources, MIFA and Idlewild solicited donations of slightly used business attire and together they established a career clothing center called “Dress for Success” in space provided by Idlewild church.  Qualified women could select up to two complete professional outfits free of charge.


The needs of the unemployed and the under-employed escalated when Congress passed and President Clinton signed the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) in August, 1996.  With one stroke of the pen, Clinton eliminated the Aid to Dependent Children that had existed since the New Deal.  In its place, states received block TANF grants (Temporary Assistance to Needy Families) to help the unemployed move “from welfare to work.”  MIFA applied for and won a grant from the Department of Human Services to assist former welfare recipients in this transition.  Under the new provisions, TANF recipients could only receive assistance for eighteen months while they looked for full-time work or enrolled in job training or educational programs to prepare them to work.  Lifetime benefits were capped at five years.  MIFA’s grant established the “Families First Program”  in 1999 under the auspices of Amy Greer, and later, Frederica Jones.  TANF paid for child care and transportation, while Families First trained community volunteers to befriend, support, and advise women facing this dramatic change in their lives.  The Department of Human Services suggested clients to the Families First coordinator, who then matched them with volunteers.  The two meet at least once a week, and the volunteers also met monthly for continuing education and support.  The coordinator organized picnics, holiday parties, and other outings for clients and volunteers.   
MIFA continued to address the clothing needs of low income families by moving the Clothing Closet from First Methodist Church to MIFA headquarters when it opened the MIFA Thrift Shoppe in 1994.  Families who received clothing vouchers from Emergency Services could then shop on-site for good used clothing, jewelry, home accessories, and children’s items.  In 1991 Willie Lowry noticed that many disadvantages persons were without caps even in the coldest weather.  She began a knitting project with a small group of volunteer knitters.  “Love Caps” has produced thousands of hats that are still distributed through a variety of venues.

MIFA also addressed unemployment through a series of partnerships.  In conjunction with the Memphis Ministers Association, MIFA established the Job Bank.  Local congregations would prescreen individuals needing work, a grant from the Missouri Synod Lutheran Church provided job skill training, and staff from Manpower, Inc. opened an employment agency for temporary workers at MIFA.  As of 1998, some 350 individuals have found temporary work; a few secured permanent jobs.

NEW DIRECTOR, NEW BUILDING, NEW CAMPAIGN


After almost ten years as Executive Director, Allie Prescott resigned in 1997 to become the General Manager of the Memphis Redbirds.  After a national search, the MIFA Board chose Associate Director Margaret Craddock to take over the helm, the first woman ever to head MIFA.  Craddock had begun her career with MIFA as a VISTA in 1982 working in the Center for Neighborhoods, an experience that propelled her to earn a Master’s degree in Urban Anthropology, as well as a J.D., from the University of Memphis.  She began to work full time at MIFA in 1988 and in the ensuing fifteen years built a working knowledge of almost every department.  Employees claimed she knew nearly every one of the 275 MIFA workers.   In fact, Board member Allen Israel said that Estival Place “could just as easily have [been] called Margaret Craddock Place” because it was her vision and direction that developed  the transitional housing/support services concept there.  At the time of her promotion, Craddock observed that “MIFA cannot solve every problem; we need to be clear about that.  It’s been real hard to communicate what MIFA is,” a sentiment that has been true throughout the agency’s existence.
  After the retirement of Associate Director Sybil Tucker, the Board created a new position, the Associate Executive Director for Programs, and promoted Conrad Lehfeldt to that position.
MIFA celebrated its thirtieth anniversary on October 2-3, 1998, with workshops, a luncheon, and a keynote speech by the Reverend James Lawson.  Lawson, senior minister at Holman United Methodist Church in Los Angeles, had been pastor of Centenary United Methodist Church in Memphis and was the leading civil rights activist during the Sanitation Workers’ Strike and the founding of MIFA in 1968.  In recognition of their proud history and the thousands of volunteers who carried out much of MIFA’s mission, the Board established an Annual Day of Reflection and Service which has been held near the anniversary of Dr. King’s death, April 4, every year since 1999. 
Under Craddock’s leadership the Board undertook another revision of its Charter and By-Laws.  Recognizing that, though MIFA began as a faith-based organization, the rapid expansion into government-funded partnerships meant that the organization had lost some of its visible connections to many local congregations.   The Board expanded its size to thirty-five, with ten seats to be held by clergy persons in hopes of strengthening those connections.  Craddock also led the Board in considering the effectiveness and utilization of MIFA’s physical space.  After a kitchen fire caused major damage to the meal program area, the Board elected to begin a major renovation of the entire building at 910 Vance in 1999.  Louis Pounders of Williamson & Pounders Architects designed a modern, light-filled, industrial-style interior and modernized the exterior.  He planned the construction so that only half of the building was unusable at any one time, allowing Emergency Services to maintain its community visibility and ease of access by continuing to work from 910 Vance.  All other services and offices relocated temporarily to space donated by First Baptist Church.  Grinder Taylor Grinder served as the general contractor.  Starting with about 38,000 interior square feet, the new building houses multiple service areas including a brushed aluminum reception desk, an atrium, conference rooms, cubicle offices, and an industrial kitchen with a separate entrance for loading delivery vehicles for the meal program.  Emergency Services was located immediately inside the main entrance and included an attractive waiting area.  The Thrift Shoppe lay straight ahead of the entry foyer, and supervisors are located next to their staff.  High ceilings allow the space to be flooded with light.  Local firms donated much of the labor and construction materials, thus keeping the renovation cost to $1.7 million, an astonishingly low $60 per square foot.
  The architects received a regional AIA Honor Citation, a Tennessee AIA Merit in Architecture Award, and an Award of Excellence from the Masonry Institute of America. 

A massive self-study undertaken by the new Executive Director identified new and rearticulated former goals:  place greater emphasis on the agency’s inter-faith heritage; develop more community partnerships; identify and develop new and expanded programming; and examine and improve internal operations, particularly employee compensation, technological capabilities, and data base management.  In perhaps the Board’s boldest move, they voted to undertake a Capital Campaign, the largest in the organization’s history.  Leo Arnoult of Arnoult & Associates and Philip Converse of the Converse Company conducted feasibility studies and met with development officers and other staff to tutor them on refocusing fund-raising efforts from small to major gifts. Dr. James H. Daughdrill, Jr., President Emeritus of Rhodes College, served as consultant.  The plan was to ask major donors for a combined multi-year capital pledge plus a pledge to go toward annual operating expenses.
   They also included planned giving and deferred gifts options, with those gifts going directly into an Endowment Fund.  The Board chose philanthropist Jimmy Thomas to head the campaign. However, before the campaign got underway, Thomas died unexpectedly, and businessman Scott Ledbetter stepped in to head the effort.  In order to simplify the message to potential donors, the Board defined MIFA’s signature programs in one phrase:  supporting the independence of the frail elderly and families in crisis.  The Capital Campaign ran from 1999-2004 with a goal of $25 million dollars.  Of that amount, $19 million was earmarked for operating expenses over five years, and the remaining $6 million was for capital projects.  By the end of fiscal 2004, the campaign had met its goal. In hindsight, Craddock noted that they had not anticipated the difficulty in continuing to fund the expanded programs when the five-years of capital funding infusion ended.  

  MIFA’s commitment to help single-parent families with housing, job training, and financial management grew to major proportions in its third decade.  MIFA was headquartered in the midst of the lowest per capita income zip code in the city, 38126.
 The demands for affordable and transitional housing continued to mount.   Following the success of the Ramesses and Estival Place apartment complexes, MIFA joined HUD grants with major gifts to build Grizzlies Place at 939-947 Vance.  The plan was designed by Keith Kays and constructed in 1997 with funding from HUD and the Memphis Grizzlies Foundation.  A major gift from Idlewild Presbyterian Church coupled with HUD funds led to the completion of the Idlewild Courts on Peabody Avenue.  The first phase, dedicated in the fall of 1999, featured four apartments, a classroom with a teaching kitchen, and an office.  The second phase added an additional sixteen apartment homes.  HUD featured the Idlewild Court complex in one of its national publications.  All residents must follow MIFA protocol and attend Life Skills classes. By the end of 1999, MIFA owned and managed a total of sixty-five transitional housing units.  

MIFA also housed clients at sites distant from the Peabody-Vance neighborhood offices and out of the 38126 Zip Code.  They hired a resident manager at the site and provided transportation so that these clients could attend the Life Skills Classes.  At one point, MIFA housed transitional clients the Kensington Pointe Apartments on Getwell Avenue.  Later families were moved to Bent Tree Apartments near the airport.  Currently MIFA uses this HUD Satellite Housing funding to work with AGAPE Child and Family Services in the Jackson-Hollywood neighborhood.  MIFA staff also studied the feasibility of managing eight rental homes on the site of the World War II Defense Depot.   However, an environmental study revealed potential groundwater challenges and the proposal was dropped.  
21ST CENTURY INITIATIVES: HOUSING SOLUTIONS
MIFA’s housing initiatives continued into the new century, utilizing corporate, private, and government funding.  According to MIFA’s director of housing, Megan Altimore, the Elvis Presley Charitable Foundation had been looking for a way to focus its giving efforts and MIFA’s transitional housing program seemed “like a perfect fit” since Elvis had begun his Memphis life at Lauderdale Courts Public Housing Project.  Elvis Presley Enterprises auctioned a cache of Presley memorabilia in Las Vegas that netted nearly half a million dollars.  They donated the funds to MIFA’s Capital Campaign and targeted it for low-income housing.  Elvis fans not only actively supported the auction, but one woman in Ohio sent MIFA sheets or towels for the residents each month from the time the project was first announced.  In all, the Presley Foundation spent $1.3 million to construct the aptly named “Presley Place” and cover operations for five years.
  Daughter Lisa Marie Presley and actor Nicholas Cage attended the ribbon cutting ceremony in the summer of 2002, drawing huge crowds. Twelve families entered this newest of the transitional housing projects at 685 St. Paul Street.  The Hilton Hotel Corporation provided operating costs for Presley Place by committing $132,000 a year for its first three years.  Presley Place received the Pillar of Industry Award from the National Association of Home Builders for the “best affordable multi-family units.”  In 2004, Priscilla Presley along with Lisa Marie and children Riley and Ben entertained residents of Presley Place at a Christmas Party, clips of which appeared on CBS Entertainment Tonight.  

Life Skill Services, renamed Housing Opportunities Programs, remains an integral party of MIFA’s transitional housing programs.  Classes meet Monday through Thursday evenings and are required of all residents.  First Tennessee employees run a course called “Money Smart,” and the Exchange Club staffs a course called “Families Moving Forward” on domestic abuse and healthy family dynamics.  Women from Temple Israel insure that snacks and treats are available for every gathering.  One of the challenges arising from modern life is that the Rapid Tax Refund system provides many of the Life Skills clients with a large lump-sum tax refund in February or March.  Although they may not be ready to leave the Housing Opportunities counseling and financial support systems, they often use that refund check to make a down-payment on an apartment in the open-market before they are ready to handle the realities of fully managing their budget. 
Thus did MIFA staff conceive the need for a “stage two” transitional program.  In 2002 MIFA received a one million dollar grant from the city to continue affordable rental housing as a transition after clients had completed the Housing Opportunities Programs at Estival, Idlewild, or Presley complexes but still needed rent support as they worked on their financial management.  Some of the funds were used to purchase a decaying two-story apartment complex at 304 Orleans Street.   After renovation, qualified applicants could rent an apartment for about $300 a month and receive some continuing support from MIFA Housing Opportunities staff as they continued to prepare for complete independence.  
Overall the transitional housing program boasts many victories.  According to the Board minutes of October, 2003, one young woman, a victim of domestic violence, qualified for residency at Estival Place with her son.  There she took Life Skills classes, went back to school for certification as an early childhood aid, found a job, and was in the process of buying a home.  In another instance, Barbara Williams moved to Estival Place in 2007, completed the Life Skills program, and in 2009 was offered the job as Resident Manager at Estival.
  In 2006, activist Dorothy “Happy” Jones, lay woman at Grace-St. Luke’s Episcopal Church, secured a $25,000 grant from the Episcopal Church Home Fund to add children’s services to the Life Skills/ Housing Opportunities program.  These include creative activities, recreation, counseling, and snacks.  
By the beginning of the new century, MIFA was certainly a major player in solving the city’s need for affordable housing.   As the city engaged in HUD’s HOPE VI program to tear down public housing, relocate families during demolition, and then support the move back to the new units, Memphis Housing Authority  contracted with MIFA to interview their resident families, ascertain needs, and oversee their transitions to other sites.  This “Uptown Case Management” contract lasted until August of 2006.    

Another challenge emerged as the transitional housing units began to show the inevitable signs of age.  No annual funds had been budgeted to handle major maintenance costs, nor did any of the federal grants cover long-term repairs.  Finally in 2006, MIFA was able to reallocate a half-million dollars of HUD funding through the City of Memphis Housing Development Corporation (HDC) to replace bathtubs and install new floors and cabinets in their transitional housing units.  This project continued into 2011.  
21st CENTURY: CREATIVE REVISIONING
As the 21st Century began, MIFA’s mandate to maximize every dollar, to develop public and private partnerships to increase MIFA’s community impact, to foster new initiatives, and to spin off projects that could stand alone became even more intense.  Executive Director Margaret Craddock initiated a ten-year visioning and planning process, facilitated by Dr. Barbara Prescott, with all division managers participating.  The resulting 2003 recommendations – affectionately known as BHAG, the Big, Hairy, Audacious Goal – were centered on making MIFA “the organization that inspires significant change in each client’s life.”  The strategy to accomplish that goal was to “build a powerful economic engine that is fueled by the promise and payoff of life changing programs that are the result of four key groups working as one: staff, volunteers, donors, and clients.”   Consequently, the Board changed its structure to become” leaner and more active.”  Whereas the Board of Directors had been composed of thirty-five members meeting every month, the revised Board would contain just twenty-five members who would gather six times a year.  Also new was a Board orientation that required volunteering in three different programs:  senior meal delivery, emergency services intake, and general reception area.  In addition, a number of former Board Chairs met to consider the by-laws provision to “serve a research function in the community,” and they concluded that they might partner with local colleges and universities to utilize student interns.  

In 2005, MIFA lost its Associate Director Conrad Lehfeldt who had been with the organization since 1990.   Revisioning a more streamlined administrative structure, the Board dropped the Associate Director position altogether in favor of naming  five vice-presidents, one for each reconfigured division of MIFA: Kids & Families, Seniors, Legal Affairs & Management, Compliance & Community Relations, and Development.  The two remaining divisions, Human Resources and Finances/ITS, reported directly to the Executive Director.

As MIFA continued to highlight community needs and propose long-term solutions, they recognized that, unlike the struggling decade of the 1970s, they were not alone in serving the many social needs of the city and county in creative ways.  The 21st Century saw MIFA partnering strategically and working closely with other non-profit service organizations.  In the fall of 2002, nine community organizations joined forces to establish the Safety Net Collaborative (SNC).  With support from the Assisi Foundation, the collaborative sought to “advocate a culture of philanthropy” in the city while bringing all resources to bear in assisting those in need.  In addition to MIFA, members of the SNC include Catholic Charities, Christ Community Health services, the Church Health Center, Family Services, Memphis Union Mission, the Mid-South Food Bank, the YWCA, and the Salvation Army.
   As the group developed goals and debated initiatives, they needed concrete data about the impact of local non-profits on the economic and social vitality of Memphis.  University of Memphis economist Dr. David Ciscel conducted a community impact study funded by the Assisi Foundation in 2005. Ciscel analyzed the expenditures, staffing, and the volunteer hours of each of the nine members of the Safety Net Collaborative.  At MIFA, he studied twenty different programs with an operating budget of over $10 million dollars.  Using 2004 figures, Ciscel found 151 full-time and 108 part-time employees.  However, when Ciscel calculated the value of the thousands of volunteer hours given that year, he found the equivalent of 144 additional full-time employees and $675,000 in-kind donations to MIFA’s work.
   Ciscel concluded that the direct impact of the entire Safety Net Collaborative saves the city and county untold social and economic costs of additional homelessness, untreated addictions, petty crime, and family disintegration.  In addition, the SNC organizations spend $28.2 million on employee salaries and benefits, contributing to the economic health of local businesses.  The total employment impact on Memphis is 4,053 jobs.  The SNC hold combined assets of over $69 million in property and equipment in the city.  In addition, Ciscel argues that these nine agencies create a “multiplier effect” that includes the additional jobs their programs prepare persons to hold, the goods and services purchased by stabilized families, and the ripple effect of all the donated goods and services. 
  

Sustaining MIFA financially as public resources grew more strained in the 21st century challenged a series of Development directors.  How does one keep the “MIFA story” alive beyond the stereotypical stories of Thanksgiving meal delivery or reprovisioning the Christmas Store?  MIFA continued to raise funds through a variety of community events including “Empty Plates,” a golf tournament, Super Bowl parties in private homes, the sale of Holiday cards.  The Circle of Hope, composed of supporters who make at least a $1,000 annual gift, will celebrate its twentieth anniversary in 2012.  Annually the “Feed the Soul” fall party and the spring “No-Go Gala” provide a reliable income source. (The latter sends invitations to a clever and entertaining evening for which invitees buy tickets but do not have to get dressed up and go resulting in an almost 100% profit!) 
The rapid expansion of MIFA programming is best understood in terms of the organization’s operant philosophy, particularly under Craddock’s leadership: be “solution oriented” rather than “need oriented.”   Thus, MIFA is credited with pioneering the first micro-lending initiative in Memphis with the creation of the Opportunity Banc.  The goal of micro-lending is to advance start up funds to entrepreneurs who cannot acquire traditional loans and to use their loan repayment to create a permanent, revolving funding source.  The Banc sought low income individuals and public housing residents, especially women, who had a small home-based business,  such as a cleaning service, tax preparation service, or graphic design.   The Banc then loaned these individual proprietors funding for advertising, expansion, etc.  The Women’s Foundation of Memphis underwrote the administrative costs of the program, which included one manager and one office assistant.  The Memphis Housing Authority and the Tennessee Network of Community and Economic Development also provided funding and technical assistance.  In its first two years, the Banc used outside business consultants, but by 2002 Toni McDivitt became a full-time trainer and manager of the program, thus doubling the amount of time and experience that the Opportunity Banc could provide.  In December of 2002, the Board Minutes noted the first borrower had completely repaid her loan; the funds went into the revolving loan bank.  However, by the autumn of 2006, repayments had not provided a large enough base to sustain the program.  Meanwhile the Small Business Association grant came to an end.  The program was closed out in September, 2006, but not before the Opportunity Banc had graduated 151 entrepreneurs of whom  somewhat over fifty percent were still in business.
The MIFA Thrift Shoppe presented another opportunity for innovation.  The “Clothing Closet” had moved from First Methodist Church to MIFA headquarters in 1994 and claimed renovated, airy space in 1998.  The MIFA Thrift Shoppe employed a salaried manager and utilized a host of volunteers to provide a wide range of clothing styles, sizes, and dressing rooms, as well as household items.  Emergency services clients with vouchers, as well as the general public, shopped there.  The store had become an important source of funding, netting $80,000 in fiscal 2005.  Intent on capitalizing on current trends in vintage clothing and recycled wear, a committee composed of Board members and volunteers with retail experience developed a business and marketing plan.  By the end of the summer of 2006, the store had recorded $465,000 in sales in less than a year.    Rebranded “The MIFA Store,” it represented one solution to boosting income at MIFA.  MIFA applied for and received funding from the Plough Foundation to improve store operations.  It adopted new signage, developed a new pricing structure, and set in motion plans to increase donations.   
Even as the store continued to thrive, however, retail trends were changing.  Giant liquidator companies bought unsold clothing from retailers, thus eliminating end-of-season items that stores had previously donated to MIFA.  Competitors like Goodwill and Salvation Army, with convenient drop-off centers in the suburbs, presented strong competition for personal donations of clothing and household items and for thrift shoppers.   After sixteen years, the MIFA Store closed its doors on October 31, 2010. Margaret Craddock told a reporter, “We couldn’t continue to subsidize it [the MIFA Store] while focusing on our main missions, like meals, emergency services, and housing.”
 
21ST CENTURY: EMERGENCY SERVICES


Since the 1980s, the city of Memphis had turned the responsibility for emergency rent, mortgage, and utility assistance over to MIFA and had provided pass-through funds to partially fund MIFA’s Family Services, renamed Emergency Services in the 1990s.  However, by the end of 2002 the demand for Emergency Services had doubled what it had been just one year before, and MIFA’s resources were strained to the breaking point.  Then in July of 2003, a powerful summer storm, with winds in excess of one-hundred miles per hour, tore through the county leaving 300,000 homes without electricity, some for up to twelve days.  Seventy percent of the county was impacted by what was dubbed “Hurricane Elvis,” (although technically the culprit was “straight line winds.”)  In the first week after the storm, MIFA processed 2313 requests for grocery vouchers, whereas a normal week averaged about 500 requests.  Staff and volunteers distributed food from the Mid-South Food Bank to about 7,000 people (over 50,000 pounds of groceries).  On the day of the storm, volunteers checked on every meal recipient as they made their lunch deliveries, meals which fortunately had been prepared before the storm knocked out electricity. 
MIFA headquarters lost electricity for several days, so that the kitchen, computers, and air conditioning were all out of service.   With daily temperatures soaring into the 90s, staff and volunteers were pushed to the limit.  Volunteers delivered 5500 “shelf stable meals” (canned and packaged foods).  Within days the city provided a large generator to power the meals operation.   The Handyman Program organized clean up brigades using congregational volunteers and even inmates from the Millington Federal Prison who brought dump trucks, chain saws, and front end loaders to help clear debris.  MIFA Emergency Services stayed open for fourteen days straight as need dictated a flurry of MIFA activity.
In September, 2005, Emergency Services again faced a tremendous challenge as refugees from Hurricane Katrina began arriving in Memphis.  This Category 3 hurricane and its aftermath left over 1800 dead and almost one million people homeless.  Thousands came to Memphis, bringing only items for a short stay, believing they were escaping the storm and would soon return home.  Some had only the clothes on their backs.  Within days they realized that their homes were utterly destroyed or uninhabitable.  Many could stay with friends or relatives temporarily and did not seek emergency housing.  However, they still needed groceries for their sponsoring families, clothing, and personal supplies.  Those who sought permanent relocation registered with the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA).  The Red Cross, Salvation Army, and many churches, along with MIFA, provided emergency services of all kinds.  When FEMA abruptly terminated their temporary support for some of the families, they turned to MIFA, especially for emergency utility deposits.  Katrina’s impact on Memphis was tremendous:  an in-house study completed in 2007 showed that while revenues had increased by 24% in 2005-06, expenses were up by over 28%.
  
Recognizing the paucity of housing available to women and children fleeing domestic abuse, MIFA partnered with the YWCA, Memphis Area Legal Services, the Exchange Club, and Bridges in 2009.  They applied to the Department of Justice for funding to create transitional housing and fund case-workers specifically for victims of domestic violence.  Unfortunately this project was not funded.   

21st CENTURY: SENIOR SERVICES

MIFA is perhaps best known in Memphis for one of its largest and oldest programs: the daily delivery of hot meals to elderly or disabled citizens by a core group of dedicated volunteers.  Arnetta Macklin currently heads all Senior Services, having previously directed the Children and Youth division at MIFA.  The program that began in 1975 as project MEET (Memphis Encounters Eating Together) has gone through numerous iterations of food preparation, distribution routes, and numbers of clients.  It probably receives more positive media attention than any other MIFA program, particularly when volunteers turn out for holiday deliveries or persist through difficult weather conditions, be it wind storms, heat, or floods.
  A 1994 Commercial Appeal article noted the 1200 holiday dinners delivered by special volunteers on December 25.   One of the continuing challenges of the meals program has been that the waiting list usually exceeds MIFA’s ability to fund and deliver all who desire the service.  In August of 1997 the Board received the unhappy news that seventy-five homebound seniors had to be removed from the meal delivery list for lack of funding.  The summer of 1999 found 200 elderly on MIFA’s waiting list.  At that time it was providing 1500 home delivered meals and providing another 1500 meals at congregate sites throughout a four-county area.  Sources estimated that it would take an additional funding of $180,000 per year to clear the waiting list and replace some of the aging delivery vans used for the congregate site deliveries.
  Again in late 2006, when 1520 citizens qualified for the free meal, MIFA could only serve 1100; they also had to cut back meals at congregate sites by some 25%.  Another meals challenge resulted from new federal guidelines lowering sugar and sodium levels.  Recipients complained that the food lacked flavor!  MIFA staff worked with the food vendors Valley Innovative Services, Piccadilly Cafeterias, and currently Bateman Senior Meals, to find alternate flavor enhancers.  Every quarter, MIFA Meals’ staff and their registered dieticians Dianne Polly and Joy Almond meet with Bateman supervisors to discuss menus, meal taste and quality, and to review client complaints transmitted through the volunteer deliverers.


One important benefit of the meals program is the personal contact provided each recipient of a home-delivered meal.   Not only do the meal-delivery volunteers check on the physical and emotional well-being of the food recipients, they too benefit for the lively verbal interchanges with seniors who have become friends.  A Commercial Appeal article featured a mother-daughter team who had been delivering meals for twenty-two years, almost the beginning of the program. 
   During a serious heat wave in 2007, for example, volunteer deliverers checked every home and apartment to make sure it was air-conditioned and offered the resident a window unit donated by various local stores.  In one tragic situation, it was the MIFA food delivery volunteer whose knock went unanswered who notified authorities that something was amiss in that apartment.   Police found the recipient had passed away in an overheated room where the air conditioner had been turned off, probably to save expenses.    Happier volunteer duties include the preparation of gift bags delivered to every senior client during the December holiday season.  

Eligibility for senior meals is handled by the Aging Commission of the MidSouth (ACMS), an arm of Shelby County government.  Changes in Medicaid legislation made some long distance delivery more manageable in 2006.  The Medicaid Waiver program, renamed CHOICES, covers meal recipients who qualify for skilled nursing care.  New provisions allow some clients to receive one hot meal and four frozen meals each week, thus cutting down on the number of trips to each address.  Those living alone without a caregiver, however, continue to receive daily hot meals and the personal contact from the MIFA volunteer.  In conjunction with the Germantown Animal Welfare League, the Meals Program began delivering pet food to those recipients with animals to feed. MIFA also holds the contract to supply and deliver these meals to another two hundred recipients whose medical needs require that they follow a specific nutritional diet plan.  

In 2007 MIFA Meals instituted a series of strategic internal and external food service reorganizations with the help of consultant Petra Rees. The external changes included relocating the Meals Director’s office closer to the volunteer pick-up area, moving the operations staff closer to the kitchen, and placing the Meals Volunteer Coordinator at the entry door --all to improve traffic flow and communication.  Internally, MIFA needed new software to manage efficient routing and to track billing for the various funding sources    Rees also presented three possible courses that MIFA meals might take in the future:   1) continue meal delivery as currently handled to clients determined by the ACMS;  2 ) undertake its own screening and serve only those most in need;  3) continue to serve ACMS clients but focus growth on the neediest targeted segments of the community.  The Board adopted option three.  

The federal stimulus monies that came to MIFA in 2008 through ACMS included $317,730 over a two-year period to expand the meals program.  Over 200 new individuals benefitted from this funding.    Vans deliver meals to twenty-six congregate sites in four counties where the food is served by volunteers and a few staff.  The only requirement to participate in the congregate meal sites is that the diner be age sixty or above.  MIFA’s continued success at meeting its senior meals needs resulted in its winning the coveted Magnet Accreditation from the national Meals on Wheels Association in 2009.  

In another innovative move, MIFA experimented with “Easy Meals,” in which nutritional and easy to prepare foods were made available for purchased by individuals who did not qualify for free meals because of their higher incomes.  The intended clients were older singles and couples who didn’t wish to shop and prepare all their own meals.  Although conceptually sound and nutritionally healthy, the program was not cost efficient.  Later analysis suggested that, not only was MIFA competing with inexpensive fast-food restaurants, but they did not have a staff person to directly market the new program. 
 

 MIFA’s kitchen could currently serve two or three times as many meals as it does; however, delivery challenges, vetting eligibility, and funding does not allow maximization of this great asset.  Volunteer consultants from First Tennessee suggested marketing meals to those in temporary need, hosting corporate groups for lunch, and marketing to independent and charter schools that do not have food service on site.  The greatest challenge that remains is the expanding number of seniors needing services as the “baby boom generation” retires and the shrinking pool of volunteers.  MIFA will have to serve more people more efficiently,


The “Handyman Program” began in the late 1990s to handle small repairs for seniors with funding from the city’s Community Development Block Grant Program (CSBG).  Meal delivery volunteers often reported rotting porch boards or the need for a wheelchair ramp.  The Handyman Program used its funds for repair materials and volunteers completed the task.  The program consisted of one staff person, who served as the head carpenter, and one part-time scheduling assistant. In the case of a disabled couple in Millington, United Cerebral Palsy donated the lumber and MIFA built the ramp with volunteer labor.  The couple was so grateful that they began donating $20/month to MIFA.  

Mary Wilder, who took over the program in 2000, saw a need for much bigger home repair projects and worked to increase city funding.  She argued that a small amount spent on home repairs could keep a senior from have to move into a far more expensive nursing home.  In addition, small repairs could prevent more expensive repairs later.  Once the city viewed the Handyman Program as a housing rehabilitation effort, its funding support increased from an initial $50,000 to almost $250,000 per year.  By leveraging other funding, the Handyman budget now runs about a half-million dollars a year.  Thus the program can take on individual repair requests in the $3,000 to $5,000 range.   When a home’s condition warranted a larger renovation, Wilder found ways to arrange a short-term loan for the materials only.  She would then broker large numbers of volunteers from multiple organizations to complete the task.  
When federal funding for weatherization and home repairs increased, MIFA could then refocused its volunteer efforts on low- and no-cost chores such as yard work, house cleaning, house painting, and wheelchair ramps for which government funds were not available.   For many of these projects, the clients provide the paint or repair materials, and can afford the repair because MIFA coordinates the volunteer labor.  To qualify for repair assistance, clients must attend educational classes on basic home maintenance and on efficient use of energy, the latter taught by Memphis Light Gas, and Water (MLGW) staff.   When the Handyman Programs needs to hire professional contractors, they make every attempt to include firms owned by minorities and women.

The current Handyman Director, Mary Claire Borys, trains volunteers to serve as supervisors for those one-time volunteer teams that arrive from all over the country on week-long church mission or alternative college-break trips.  In fiscal 2010, out of town volunteer hours numbered over 13,300.  Other organizations like Volunteer Mid-South (formerly Hands On Memphis) regularly sends teams to construct wheelchair ramps.  They have outfitted a trailer with tools specifically for this purpose.  MIFA was the only non-profit organization to join with MLGW and the Tennessee Valley Authority on the pilot Energy Smart Program, teaching seniors about electricity efficiency and weatherization. They provided weatherization assistance to sixty-nine homes. Some of the most recent Handyman programs include placing visible street numbers at seniors’ residences and the “Artistic Board-Up Project” using volunteers to install painted mural panels resembling windows on abandoned properties.  The Tennessee Critical Home Repair Program for the Elderly channels funds through the Memphis Area Association of Governments.  MIFA has been able to use those funds to match HCD monies 2:1, thus allowing a few seniors to receive considerable repair assistance.  In addition, the Handyman Program has begun requiring repair recipients to attend classes on basic home maintenance and the MLGW energy efficiency classes.
The Senior Companion Program described in the “Expanded Vision and Services” section above continued to grow in the new decade.  Currently seniors who qualify for the program and complete the two-week training program are assigned to work at a long-term care facility, an Alzheimer day facility, the Veterans Administration, or to an individual client.  A local professional home health agency oversees their work.   Applicants must by fifty-five or older and meet certain income guidelines.  In return for their work as a companion, they receive free transportation to their work site, $2.65/hour, and annual physicals.  In 2004 there were 130 companions who served some 450 clients.  The number has remained fairly consistent. Recently the Memphis Literacy Council trained some Senior Companions to work on literacy and writing skills with their clients. 

Another senior program, the Long-Term Care Ombudsman, was established in 1995 when MIFA won the supervisory contract from Legal Services.  MIFA trains volunteers to respond to family and client complaints regarding nursing home or long-term care home treatment.  The Ombudsman serves as a facilitator between family and staff in hopes of empowering the patient or his/her family to resolve the complaint.  If unable to do so, the ombudsman refers the problem to MIFA’s Ombudsman Director Sandy Smegelsky whose background includes a law degree, lay ministry, and work at the East Arkansas Legal Services office.  The program works hard to keep the process non-adversarial, but occasionally Smegelsky must report violations to the Tennessee Department of Health which handles enforcement.   The program displays posters in all nursing homes and care facilities to alert patient families to their rights and explain how to contact the Ombudsman for that facility.
MIFA applies for federal funding for the program every three years through Titles III and VII.  In addition to monitoring patient rights, the program works to educate the community, maintains a data base on all clients, works with the volunteer Ombudsmen, and responds to as many as twenty phone calls a day. Smegelsky attends the exit conference of state examiners at all facilities so that violations and recommendations are noted and follow-up is carefully monitored.  In 1998 WREG, Channel 3, aired three segments on investigations of local nursing home that included video of MIFA’s Ombudsmen program.  Tennessee law mandates that care homes must provide two hours of direct care per patient per day.  This regulation places Tennessee in the bottom 5% of states in the nation.  (The federal government recommends a minimum of four hours per client per day.)  Smegelsky is one of only nine district supervisors in Tennessee.  While the federal government recommends a maximum 2000 clients per supervisor, Tennessee district supervisors have as many as 7,000 placements to monitor.

Currently there are fifty-four certified ombudsmen with MIFA, some of whom are retired registered nurses.  A full time volunteer coordinator recruits and trains the volunteers, which involves twelve hours of classroom and three hours of on-site training.  Volunteers also meet monthly to share information and learn about new programs or procedures that they can pass on the patients and their families.   The most common problems identified by volunteers are malnutrition, bed sores and other non-healing wounds, medication errors, and quality of life issues like respect, privacy, and dignity of the individual.  Boredom is a serious problem in care facilities. The biggest challenge facing the program at the present stems from Tennessee cost-saving measures.  The state has transferred oversight of all Medicaid clients, who represent 50-90% of those in any given care home, to two national managed care organizations.  
The final Senior Program is that of providing transportation, not only for Senior Companions but for other MIFA clients who need to get to medical appointments, the Social Security office, or to one of the congregate meal sites.  MIFA maintains a fleet of vans and drivers.  The cost of this program has been challenging, particularly with the rising gasoline prices of the past few years.  Whereas the vans once served a four-county area, they now only operate in Shelby County.
21st CENTURY: CHILDREN and YOUTH PROGRAMS

Another goal of the strategic planning initiative in 1998 targeted the lack of opportunities for children and youth particularly in the Peabody-Vance neighborhood.  A MIFA study noted that the median household income was just $8453 and 70% of the children there lived in households below the poverty line.  MIFA staff developed an advisory council with residents and area stakeholders.  Their goal was to establish parenting workshops, family education programs, a day care center, after-school programs, and a parent support group.  At the same time, a local philanthropic group with a neighborhood presence sought a new project.

Les Passees, one of the oldest women’s charitable organizations in Memphis, had operated a Center for Children and Families at 615 St. Paul Avenue.
  Working with LeBonheur Children’s Hospital, they provided early intervention and parental support for a variety of special-needs, preschool children.  However, federal Medicaid became available to such clients (TennCare funds), so the women’s organization was seeking a new philanthropic project.  MIFA proposed a partnership whereby the two organizations could establish a quality day care program for the neighborhood and provide support services for the children and their parents.  Such a project would provide the only quality day care in the 38126 zip code.  Les Passees approved the proposal with enthusiasm, and the two organizations began renovating the building to meet state day care standards.  Meanwhile the federal Head Start program underwent guideline changes that made funding available for independent non-profit organizations to offer Head Start classes.  Since most children in the 38126 area would be eligible for Head Start funds, MIFA suggested that they convert the proposed day care center into a Head Start center.   Thus the renovated Les Passees building could house not only the Head Start classes, but offices for family counseling, parenting classes, and other staff programs as well. 

Head Start classes began in November, 2001 with 79 children enrolled while 34 additional names remained on a wait list.  The center served infants, toddlers, and preschoolers plus fifteen additional children who received after-school care.  However, compliance with federal Head Start guidelines led to a number of unexpected challenges.  Maximum class size for Head Start was larger than the state standard for day care classrooms.  But since the building renovation was completed before the group applied for Head Start, the classrooms were not large enough to accommodate as many children as Head Start allowed.  Guidelines mandated two certified teachers per class, whereas daycare did not.  Thus the cost of the running the program was higher than the projected figures based on day care enrollments and costs.    
Once again, MIFA had taken a visionary step toward finding solutions to community needs.  No one had anticipated the complex demands of administering the Head Start program.  The MIFA Board developed several strategies to help the program succeed.  In a general administrative restructuring, Lehfeldt’s oversight of all programming was subdivided.  He became Vice President for Children and Families and Arnetta Macklin became Vice President for Senior Programs.  Still challenges for Head Start staffing remained.  MIFA found itself in the expensive position of having to subsidize the cost of the Head Start program, an expense that was not in their budget.  Les Passees had also invested heavily in the renovations and was providing some operating funds and volunteers, but they too could see that the operation was not viable.
  
In an attempt to make the program financially viable, MIFA transferred the pre-K and kindergarten students other Head Start locations and continued a Head Start program for infants and toddlers, along with the transportation, medical, and meal provisions that are part of the Head Start program.  When a Department of Human Services site visit found that not all the employees hired by the Head Start Advisory Council met the required educational guidelines, MIFA elected to close the program in August of 2007.  The former Les Passees building is now used to house MIFA’s Life Skills classes and the child care provided for those attending and the offices of the Housing Opportunity Program (transitional housing) and the COOL program (see below).  

From its inception, MIFA recognized the limited opportunities available for inner city teens, as evidenced by such early programs as City Slickers, a program begun in 1982 to link disadvantaged youth to summer jobs and internships.  MIFA staff provided some job training and practical advice about negotiating the work world.  By 1985 they had added an after-school employment component to the program where teens gained practical skills in home repair and weatherization, clerical work, and computer programming.  Others gained practical experience by working at non-profit and social service organizations.  City Slickers eventually became the Teen Jobs Services Program (TJS), with funding supplied by Shelby County government.  In 2001, MIFA received a three-year grant of $200,000 per year.  These were federal funds passed through the city’s Workforce Investment Network and targeted to job skill training for disadvantaged youth.  Staff selected youngsters aged 15-16 (grades 8-9) who had a likelihood of dropping out of school without intervention.  Ann Phillips served as program manager of some eighty-six young people at thirty-one work sites.  The project evaluation conducted by Berge Yacoubian and Peggy Ivy found that the TJS youth had a drop out rate of only 13% compared to a city average drop out rate of 32%.  Clearly the program worked.  However, when the federal monies ran out in 2004, MIFA could not fund the program on its own.  The best strategy seemed to be to reduce the program to half its size, enrolling just forty teens.  Teen Jobs Services continued to stress year-around educational support and employment initiatives while seeking other funding sources.  
In 2007 MIFA created a follow-up program for high school seniors called College Offers Opportunities for Life (COOL) designed to provide college preparatory counseling and support.  Running both TJS and COOL resulted in some overlap of programming and potential participants.  Bringing professional problem solving to bear on the issue of youth programs, Babs Feibelman volunteered to head a staff analysis of the goals and effectiveness of the two programs.  The Board concluded that TJS should be gradually phased out.  Meanwhile the COOL program was expanded to evolve into a four-year, year-round program of support that would prepare disadvantaged students for college and to help them with the transition once they were accepted.  This expanded program followed a similarly successful program in Tyler, Texas and was funded by the Irvin Lansky Foundation.  Selected students came from Booker T Washington, Carver, and Central High Schools.  Today the COOL program has four staff members, including the program manager Derek Henson, and uses community volunteers to serve as mentors.  Programming includes tutoring, ACT test strategy, college tours, financial aid tips, and motivation.  The greatest challenge has been to enroll young men as well as women in the program.
21st CENTURY: THE MIFA NEIGHBORHOOD


MIFA’s location at 910 Vance situates it in the midst of one of Memphis’ poorest neighborhoods.  While close to the University of Tennessee Health Sciences campus, the Fed Ex Forum, and the new mixed-use College Park HOPE VI housing complex, the neighborhood still contains numerous derelict apartment buildings, empty commercial properties, and aging Victorian houses.  The population is more transitory than stable and businesses are few.   In 1999 MIFA staff and volunteers conducted a neighborhood audit and found sixty-five burned -out residences in the area.  Working with the main stake-holders in the area – permanent residents and corporate leaders at Fed Ex, UT Health Sciences, and Methodist Hospital -- they organized the Peabody Vance Collaborative.  The Collaborative began with activities designed to enlarge commitment to the neighborhood.  Using the residents as a wedge into the neighborhood, they established block clubs to clean up litter and establish block “go to” contact persons.  The collaborative received a $20,000 gift from the Community Foundation which enabled them to hire a part-time director, develop a business plan targeted to local needs, and conduct a follow-up evaluation.

Emily Passini, a recent Urban Studies graduate from Rhodes College, became the community organizer and the collaborative worked with the Church Health Center, St. Patrick’s Catholic Church, and Methodist University Hospital to formally establish itself as “New Pathways.”  MIFA provided office space in the Idlewild Court transitional housing complex.  Much of Passini’s work involved developing partnerships with local businesses, Methodist Hospital, and a few home-owners, as well as securing grants to fund neighborhood initiatives.  One of the biggest challenges was the absentee ownership of apartment buildings and the high turnover of residents.   New Pathways counted the demolition of the derelict Coach and Four Hotel at Cleveland and Lamar avenues as a major neighborhood victory.  In 2006, the Hyde Foundation granted funding support for continued strategic planning in the Peabody-Vance neighborhood.  Although New Pathways still exists and holds regular board meetings, lack of stable funding in the ensuing years left the collaborative without paid staff.  
Community work continues in the neighborhood which has been divided in half for purposes of community organizing.  At the time this history was completed, the eastern half of the neighborhood is working with the Memphis Biotech organization, city code enforcement, and attorney Steve Barlow on legal actions to demolish or renovate derelict apartment buildings on Peabody.   On the western side of the neighborhood, a Vance Avenue neighborhood council has been reinvigorated by volunteers from St. Patrick’s Catholic Church and students from the University of Memphis’s City and Regional Planning Department.  MIFA continues active support of both projects.
Recent physical changes to 910 Vance headquarters include the purchase and demolition of a derelict house on Vance in order to landscape and expand MIFA’s parking lot in 2010.  This facilitated parking and loading for Senior Meal delivery and made access easier for the increased traffic in Emergency Services.  MIFA and Lindenwood Christian Church established a community garden on Estival Street and began planning for a summertime Farmers’ Market which opened in cooperation with the Church Health Center’s Wellness campus in 2011. This achievement brought fresh fruits and vegetables to the many in 38126 zip code without easy access to grocery stores. 
21st CENTURY: IMPACT of the ECONOMIC DOWNTURN 
Without a doubt, the economic recession that began in 2008 and shows little sign of abatement in Memphis hit MIFA hard.  As noted above, Emergency Services has had to “do more with less” and become more strategic in addressing immediate human suffering.  The City of Memphis turned to MIFA for assistance in best utilizing federal funds from the Homeless Prevention and Rapid Rehousing Program (HPRP) passed under the Obama administration.  The city channeled some of this funding through the Tennessee Community Services Agency (TCSA) and some through MIFA.  The former established a hot line for screening housing needs, while MIFA worked with employed families about to become homeless to assist them with short-term rent payments.  MIFA also continued to work with those already homeless: its transitional housing facilities stay full.  Some of the case management for HPRP clients was provided by TNCSA and Agape Children’s Services.  This project, originally designed by Mary Hamlett, is directed by Alexander Lewis.

 Emergency Services Director Phyllis Phillips reported “standing room only” in MIFA’s reception area throughout much of 2008, including many people who had never in their lives sought public assistance.  In September alone, MIFA provided rent and utility assistance to 493 families, food vouchers for 963 families and clothing vouchers to thirty-two.  Funding for these Emergency Services currently comes through several sources: the city of Memphis, Memphis Light, Gas, and Water (Plus-One Program), Federal Emergency Management (disaster aid), and MIFA’s corporate, congregational, and individual donors.  However, public funding shrunk radically as the recession deepened and city/county budgets shrank.  Funding through the Obama Administration’s stimulus package, including funds for the Homeless Prevention and Rapid Rehousing Program (HPRP), brought MIFA $315,905 in direct assistance monies and $135,000 for administrative costs.  Eventually, additional funding brought the total government funds received to $1,496,000. MIFA became the point-of-entry for newly homeless families.  Working with TNCSA who ran the “hotline,” the HPPR funds reached thousands of needy families.

Of course, MIFA continued its normal Emergency Services operations as well.  In the first five months of fiscal 2009, MIFA saw six times the demand that the annual budget had anticipated.  As the first decade of the 21st Century ended, the demand for emergency services had reached an all-time high.  With a lean staff, hundreds of volunteers, and a development office that continued to meet fund-raising goals in this most difficult of times, MIFA persisted.  None the less, they had to do less than they wished.  
With budget tightening came the need to target suitable corporations and philanthropic organizations for specific funding needs.  Staffing the daily meal delivery had never been easy, and as the price of gasoline climbed in the decade, it became even more difficult to recruit and maintain volunteers.  The recession affected MIFA’s donor base and pinched city funding of services, while family requests for assistance of all types rapidly escalated.  In order to maintain MIFA’s reserve fund, the Board instituted specific fiscal restraints in 2007.  They delayed staff raises for six months, halted retirement contributions for one year, and left some vacant positions unfilled, saving $150,000 in fiscal 2008. There were no staff raises in 2009, but the agency was able to reinstate its retirement plan.  To protect the MIFA Endowment Fund in the face of a declining stock market, the Board of the MIFA Foundation removed $500,000 from the Endowment and placed it in certificates of deposit.  City funding allocated to MIFA Emergency Services, senior meals, transitional housing, and teen jobs, amounting to almost $1 million, was jeopardized.  The Development office did manage to meet fund raising goals in 2008 and 2009, but those goals were carefully set to reflect economic realities.  Both private donations and the Circle of Hope exceeded the fund-raising goals of fiscal 2009-10.  
Recalling the positive results of the revisioning and goal-setting process set out at the beginning of the century, Craddock asked Board members to serve on one of seven committees and challenged them to engage in “generative questioning.”  What else should MIFA be doing to fulfill its mission?  What issues most concerned or troubled staff?  What nagging problems persisted that we might address?   One consequence of this reflective process was to simplify MIFA’s Mission and Vision statements and organize MIFA outreach under three readily-identifiable and promotable headers: 
(1) sustaining the independence of seniors; 
(2) stabilizing families in crisis;  
(3) equipping youth for success.  
As a part of continuing their professional development, consultant and human relations specialist Agnes Pokrandt led six key staff members through a professional leadership development program in 2009.  The organization sought a leaner organizational and delivery system.  The MIFA Endowment, which had been a separate 901c3 with a separate board, came under the umbrella of the MIFA Board of Directors, although its funds remain separate. 
Not to be left behind in the telecommunications revolution, MIFA developed an interactive Web page where persons can sign up for volunteer activities, find needed services, or view a video about MIFA’s history and programs.  They have a Facebook, Twitter, and My Space presence.  In cooperation with the Memphis daily newspaper, the Commercial Appeal, MIFA began the “Something Good in Memphis” program whereby MIFA solicits nominations about someone or some organization working for positive good and the newspaper runs a short feature about them.  MIFA receives about four nominations per day.

While this history was being written in late 2010, Margaret Craddock announced her impending retirement after almost three decades at MIFA including the last thirteen years as Executive Director.  An editorial in the Memphis Commercial Appeal on November 9, 2010, called Craddock a model “servant leader” and credited her as “the primary architect of this social service agency.”
 Columnist David Waters summarized her leadership of MIFA by emphasizing her humility in always crediting others for MIFA program successes.  He also noted her ability to communicate effectively to large donors as well as to speak with equal candor and respect  to recipients of Emergency Services 
  Board Chairman Snow Morgan noted that while Craddock was “behind the scenes before” her promotion, “when she became executive director, she blossomed.  She possessed an incredible ability to deal with people from all political persuasions, from all walks of life."

After a national search for a new Executive Director, the board named Sally Jones Heinz, Director of Development at MIFA since 2007, to head the organization beginning February, 2011.  Heinz is a Memphis native – her father, Jameson Jones, was a dean at Rhodes College (Southwestern at Memphis) and later, president of the Memphis College of Art.  Her uncle, Paul Tudor Jones, was the minister at Idlewild Presbyterian Church and one of the early supporters of MIFA.  When taking over the MIFA reins, Heinz noted “When I came to MIFA, I felt I had come home – my faith, my background, my work experience – everything fit together to prepare me for this place.”

CONCLUSION

In the forty-two years since its founding, MIFA has enlarged its mission and redefined its strategies for achieving that mission time and again as local conditions altered.  Its original founders sought racial reconciliation through congregational cooperation at a time when most Memphis citizens were skeptical and distrustful of both.  The initial staff of one – then three – floated ideas that sometimes took off, becoming permanent MIFA programs, while other projects were nurtured by MIFA until they reached self-sustaining status.  A few program ideas sank almost immediately.  Such were the early experimental years.  Strong and stable leadership combined with gradual community acceptance saw MIFA flourishing by the 1990s.  Increasingly the city and other non-profit agencies looked to MIFA to chart new paths for social service.  

Though the agency has always weathered storms that might have swamped a lesser team, the last decade has brought particular challenges. Weather disasters such as “Hurricane Elvis,” refugees from Hurricane Katrina, and recession all led to increasing demands for emergency services.   The Baby-Boom Generation ensures a growing number of seniors seeking services. The crisis in many city schools makes the Kids and Family programming even more critical.  Meanwhile congregations and corporate sponsors have less to give.  
At a 2004 Board of Directors meeting, someone likened MIFA’s growth to that of a person moving through the challenges of his/her life cycle.  As an infant organization born in 1968, MIFA hoped to lead churches into pioneering social justice ministries and create a climate of racial cooperation and respect.  But MIFA found itself struggling for survival.  Under the dynamic leadership of Gid Smith, Bob Dempsey, and Julia Allen, MIFA became an adolescent, taking on new challenges, inventing solutions, changing direction, retooling, and stubbornly facing challenges.  The agency began to draw more heavily on government grants and corporate support, and less on local congregations.  By the 1990s MIFA had clearly become an adult: it had a new home, a growing family of professional staff, and a knack for creative partnerships with other non-profit organizations, corporate sponsors, and government.  Its work was supported by an extended family of congregational and corporate volunteers.  In the 21st Century, MIFA emerged as an established and confident person at mid-life, having won the respect of peers and supporters with the wisdom gained through both successful and failed ventures.  
As MIFA looks ahead, human need and the poverty that spawns it remain part of Memphis’s fabric.  MIFA’s mission also remains clear:  “to be the organization that inspires signs of change in each client’s life.”
  Every part of the organization, from Kids and Families to Senior Programs to Development to Facilities, has been charged to do more with less. MIFA’s history suggests it is up to the challenge. 
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Additional Sources

In addition to the sources indicated in the footnotes and the two MIFA histories referenced on page 1, the following materials also are helpful in providing context for MIFA’s origins and mission. 
Darnell, Suzanne Benson.  “A Case Study of the Metropolitan Inter-Faith Association, an Inter-Associational Co-ordinating Agency.”  M.A. Thesis, Memphis State University, 1964.  Memphis Room, Memphis Public Library.
 “Hand in Hand: The Story of MIFA,” film produced by WKNO-TN, 2002.
Lewis,  Selma.  Social Religion and the Memphis Sanitation Strike. Ph.D. dissertation, Memphis State University, 1976.  Memphis Room, Memphis Public Library.
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Gail S. Murray is an Associate Professor of History and former department chair at Rhodes College.  She earned her Ph.D. in American History in 1991 from the University of Memphis.  Although originally a scholar of early American history, she has written most recently about Memphis in “White Women, Racial Justice” in Throwing Off the Cloak of Privilege: White Southern Women Activists in the Civil Rights Era (2004), a collection of essay which she also edited.  Her biography of Memphian Jocelyn Dann Wurzburg appears in Tennessee Women (2009), edited by Beverly G. Bond and Sarah Freeman-Wilkerson.  Murray is active with First Congregational Church’s Food for Families program and the Mid-South Workers’ Inter-faith Network (WIN).  

� Lewis, “Diversification and Unity: MIFA 1968-1988,” bound typescript, no publisher, 51 pages, Memphis Public Library.  A shorter version, edited by Jeanne Tackett and Ellen Abbay, can be found at �HYPERLINK "http://www.miga.org/diversityandunity"�www.miga.org/diversityandunity�.





�Lewis and Kremer, “Offering a Hand Up to Our Neighbors in Need: 1968-1998,” �HYPERLINK "http://www.mifa.org/offeringahandup"�www.mifa.org/offeringahandup�.





� For their insight and patience, the author extends her sincere appreciation to Margaret Craddock, former Executive Director; Conrad Lehfeldt, former Associate Director; Arnetta Macklin, Vice-President for Senior Programs; Linda Marks, Liason to Congregations; Sandy Smegelsky, Vice-President for Legal Affairs and Director of Ombudsman Program; Caprice Snyder, Vice-President for Children & Families; Sybil Tucker, former Associate Director and long-time volunteer; and Mary Wilder, former Facilities Director and community activist.





� Labor economist David Ciscel used the $20.85 hourly wage in his 2005 study,“The Economic Impact of the Safety Net Collaborative in the Memphis Community,” because volunteer time includes everything from professional consultant services to unskilled labor.  Materials in the possession of the author. 


� According to Lewis’ “History of the Metropolitan Inter-Faith Association, the original clergy in addition to Dean Dimmick were the Reverends Roy Williams, Bob Atkinson, Joseph Eckelkamp, Henry Starks, Frank McRae, and Paul Martins.


� James Lawson had long been a student of non-violence, served as a missionary in India, and had been a leader of the Nashville student movement for civil rights before becoming the pastor at Centenary.


� For a highly detailed and readable account of the strike, see Michael Honey, Going Down the Jericho Road (W.W.Norton & Co., 2007) or the PBS documentary “At the River I Stand.”


� This committee included Reverends Frank McRae, District Superintendent, United Methodist Church; Henry Starks, St. James AME; Roy Williams, First United Methodist Church; William Smith; Brooks Ramsey, Second Baptist Church; William Aldridge, Associate minister, Idlewild Presbyterian; Ray Riddle; Maynard Fountain; H. H. Hooper; Richards Wells; and Dean Dimmick, St. Mary’s Episcopal Cathedral, Chairman.  Laypersons were Dean Osmondson; Margaret Dichtel, Roman Catholic; Jerrold Moore, Assistant to the Mayor; Frances Loring, lawyer; Annabelle Whittemore, St. Mary’s Cathedral; J.W. Clarke; Waddy West, St. Mary’s Cathedral; Frank Campbell; Dr. John K. Johnson; John T. Fisher; Ted Johnson; and O.C. Shuttles.  


� The Board of Directors represented a smaller version of the planning committee listed above: Dean Dimmick, Rev. Henry Starks, Rev. Frank McRae, Annabelle Whittemore, Jerrold Moore, Margaret Dichtel, Autry Parker. The seven directors represented five denominations, including three clergy and four laypersons, two African American and five white members, two women and five men.  All came from downtown or midtown churches.  
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