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Why Partner with the City of Tacoma and L.I.H.I. to Build a “Tiny House Village” at 

Orchard & Sixth? 

June 28th, 2020 Meeting of the Board of Directors, First Christian Church of Tacoma  

John Unterreiner, Trustee Chair  

2016 was a year of discernment and a decision to re-dedicate ourselves to a missional 

presence here at the corner of Orchard & Sixth.  We determined, without evidence of 

having the resources necessary, that our calling was not negotiable, and we were going 

to be a witness of the gospel for this city. 

2017 was the year where we were blessed to receive over $2,000,000 through the sale 

of assets owned by the church as the church’s share the Ouderkerk Trust, half which 

was invested, has grown while invested at CCF, and half which still sustains and helps 

underwrite our budget each year. 

2018 was the year of Mission Possible, a year-long process at all levels of the 

congregation, six steering committee meetings, thirty plus meetings with the DLR 

Group, four all-congregation meetings, culminating with a near unanimous vote to seek 

development partners to make full use of the six-acre campus for mission and ministry, 

affordable housing, spirituality and the arts, community center and more. 

2019 was, and I’m speaking only for myself here, a year of disappointment.  Despite the 

efforts of many, we were simply not able to secure any mutually beneficial partnership 

arrangements that would allow us to receive income from, for example, a lease of land 

upon which low and middle income housing could be built.  Every conversation simply 

ended with the potential partner suggesting to us that we were not going to achieve our 

goal and that our vision was unrealistic.  I have almost now a year later completely 

blocked from my memory a conversation Barbara and I and Norma Carolyn and Tom 

had in her office with one particular developer who was particularly dismissive of our 

chances for success. 

And now, it is 2020. (The year, as my optometrist reminds me, of perfect vision). In a 

year where human suffering resulting from Covid-19 has been compounded by an 

economic collapse; where the never healed national wound of systemic racism has been 

ripped open by the senseless deaths of innocent black women and men killed for no 

reason in streets and homes across the country; in a year when we have had to close 

our physical doors or months to do our part to slow the spread of a virus that could end 

the lives of any of us, finally, a ray of hope, in the form of LIHI, the Low Income Housing 
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Institute.  In the gospel of John, Nathaniel asked, can anything good come out of 

Nazareth?  Every time I face the traffic on I-5, I ask the same thing about Seattle.  Can 

anything good come out of Seattle?  Now I know the answer:  Garlic fries, the Seahawks, 

Green Lake, Pike Place Market, and LIHI! 

 

On July 15th 2018, Pastor Barbara asked me to share a brief update on Mission Possible.  

Still early on in the process, from the pulpit, I posed a few “what if’s:” 

 

“What if we built a place where single moms could come and learn parenting skills and 

receive nutritional counseling while their children learned to play classical violin or oboe 

or piano? 

 

What if we built a place where adults could come to learn how to live on a budget, while 

their teens were working out in a gym learning to balance on a beam, and being 

supervised and mentored by caring adults? 

 

What if we built a place where … people of modest income could have shelter, find 

dignity, find community, and live side by side with people of all races, creeds, ages, 

abilities, and diverse life experiences? 

 

What if… they could go to their jobs or schools or volunteer work without the need for a 

car because they lived at the junction of two key arterials and public transportation is 

available, safe, and steps away 

 

What if … in this community, physical, spiritual, and mental health was at the core of the 

mission of the “village?”  What if there were lit. soft walking trails where pets and 

people, old and young, able-bodied and physically challenged, could get exercise and 

breath fresh air…right here in the city. 

 

What if, at the center … of this place, was a church full of Christians unlike most of the 

Christians we see on TV or read about in the news, or we experience at work or at 

school; Christians who channel the unconditional love of God, who don’t measure a 

person by where they are now, but on what God is calling all creation to: the higher 

calling of loving others as we have been loved, and loving the “other” who Christ loves, 

and even loving the enemy. 

 

… We are not seeking to replace the work of the existing schools, health care facilities, 

or social service agencies, nor are we seeking to do better what they already do well.  
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We are seeking, simply and humbly, to be the best rocky ground we can be, allowing 

God, in God’s patient grace, to continue God’s holy work in the city. 

 

We seek to be a place of worship 

We seek to be place to gather at the Table. 

We seek to be a place where God’s great good news is proclaimed. 

We seek to be a place that welcomes the refugee and the “alien” in our land. 

We seek to be a place to feed the hungry of belly and soul. 

 

Our vision is to be a place … on all six acres … where all who come will say “surely God is 

in this place.” 

 

You’ve all received materials that explain what the Tiny House Village concept is, where 

villages are currently up and running, and the first draft of a plan to locate a Tiny House 

Village at Orchard & Sixth. 

 

The Executive Committee voted unanimously to apply to have a THV built here.  The 

Trustees present voted unanimously to put FCC’s hat in the ring.  Now we are bringing 

the proposal to the Board for your support. 

 

Last week I made a presentation to the Trustees.  That 10 point memo is before you. 

1. This decision keeps all options for the future open. There is no sale of land, this is 

a simple a land lease  

2. It is temporary. The Tiny House Village would be on-site for 3-4 years. This will 

“buy time” to develop a master plan for the entire campus in a thoughtful 

manner  

3. It is a powerful act of mission and a hands-on ministry and address a profound 

community need. We get to participate in being the hands and feet of Jesus here 

on earth.   We have the privilege of putting roofs over people’s heads who would 

otherwise be sleeping in forests and doorways and parks and in the courtyard. 

4. It makes use of land which is completely unused and not providing any value or 

benefit to the community or to the church. It puts plain old dirt to missional good 

use  
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5. It generates revenue, in the form of monthly lease payments, to the church. This 

will directly benefit the church because it will allow us to slow the depletion of 

CCF investment assets and Merrill Lynch savings  

6. This will unify the church members; people can join together in serving our guests 

/ neighbors and strengthen the church’s identity as a place of justice, mercy, and 

service.  

7. Residents will have a place of worship in their own “front yard” ... Because of who 

we are as a welcoming and non- judgmental body, they will have a place to 

experience a different kind of church than perhaps what they are used to.  

8. This will change people’s lives for the better. For the church, we will learn what it 

is to serve without expectation of reward. For the residents of the village, they 

will have a safe and secure place to live which will free them to pursue 

employment, education, warm meals, and transition to independent permanent 

housing.  

9. This will raise our visibility in the community and will draw more people to First 

Christian Church, people who are looking for authentic Christianity which serves 

the poor and marginalized.  

10. This will enhance the security of the campus by being a 24/7 presence of people 

who have ownership in the campus as their “home.”  

Since then, I’ve added an eleventh: 

11. This is not about “us” doing ministry for “them.”  There is no us and them.  The 

church is not a closed circle whose goal is to (reluctantly) break the circle and 

bring the outside in.  The church at its best is a humbly set welcome table which 

constantly grows in size and impact as more people bring gifts to share.  We are 

the hungry ones and the satiated ones.  We are all rich with gifts to share.  We are 

all “the least of these.” 

This is our opportunity to both give and receive, to learn and to teach, as we 

share our campus with a few of our homeless sisters and brothers.  

 


