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Walking Around the Blocks: 

An Afternoon with Pastor Rick Chapman in His Ministry to Edmonton’s Inner City
by Neil Querengesser, Board Member of Inner City Pastoral Ministry
(Note: the names of everyone in this article, except for Pastor and Mrs. Chapman, have been changed.)

It’s the first day of May, 2007, overcast, cool, and threatening rain. I meet Pastor Rick Chapman at one o’clock outside his new Inner City Pastoral Ministry office upstairs in the renovated Alex Taylor Public School, several blocks from where much of his street ministry takes place. The move is likely temporary. Within a year, it is hoped, the office can find a home on its familiar 96 Street once more. 

I am to interview Pastor Rick on behalf of the ICPM board, as we seek to get a fuller picture of what he and his partners on the ICPM ministerial team do during the week, to learn more about the people and places their special ministry takes them. ICPM is well-known in the inner city for its Community of Emmanuel Sunday morning services at Bissell Centre and the large lunches served after to upwards of three hundred people by volunteers from several Edmonton and area churches, but not everyone knows about the ministry that takes place during the other six days of the week.

As part of our interview, Pastor Rick has arranged for me to accompany him on a short inner city walkabout. He drives me over to the new Bissell Centre building across from the old east-side Centre on 96 Street, and parks behind the building, just off the small, almost full, parking lot. We get out and walk down an alley to the front. On our way we pass a man wrapped in a grey-green blanket, sitting against a chain-link fence running along a vacant field. 
The sidewalk in front of Bissell Centre is littered with old clothing, food scraps, half a sleeping bag; it’s usually cleaner. Then we notice the sign on the locked door: the Centre has been closed for a few days now and won’t open until next Sunday. “Too, bad,” says Pastor Rick. “I wanted to take you inside and show you around.” I have been inside for ICPM board meetings, but would have welcomed the opportunity to see the rest of the building.

Instead we walk a few steps to four people who are sitting on an old mattress and box. They recognize Pastor Rick and wave. We stop, and a friendly young lady introduces me to her companions. One young man, whose name I don’t catch, looks up and smiles, but otherwise keeps his head down. Guy, a red-faced middle-aged man (it would appear) who alternates between French and English generally too fast for me to follow, has a glove on his right, apparently injured, hand and so holds out his left for me to shake. Jenny, from northern Canada, shakes my hand too. Waiting an appropriate interval, I loosen my grip, but she holds on, kindly, for a few seconds more. 
“So, Neil,” she asks, smiling. “Is the Pastor training you for his job?” 

Pastor Rick smiles back and introduces me as an ICPM board member, and we chat some more. After a little small talk with everyone about Nova Scotia, Jean Baptiste Day, soapstone, and Jenny’s role in achieving territorial status for Nunavut, we say some friendly goodbyes and walk north a block to the Boyle-McCauley Health Centre. 

A cool south wind buffets us from behind as we near the building. Grey clouds sink a little.
“I often get asked for money by people on the street,” Pastor Rick is saying. “You try to develop a sense of when it is or is not appropriate to give them something. Many times it’s the right thing to do. Other times. . . .”

Although he is wearing ordinary clothing and his clerical collar is almost hidden under a sweater, Pastor Rick is recognized long before we arrive. As we turn to go up the entrance steps, one young man breaks away from a group on the landing and hurries purposefully toward us. “Hello Father,” he addresses the Anglican priest. “Do you have the time?” “Quarter past one,” Pastor Rick replies, even as the young man is already hurrying past to a destination known only to himself. No one asks for money.
The Boyle-McCauley Health Centre was until a few months ago home for several years to the ICPM office, which had to be relocated owing to the expansion of the Health Centre’s own facilities. We walk to the reception counter so Pastor Rick can check for any ICPM mail still being delivered there. “Hey, Pastor Rick,” says a young man sitting in the corner by the counter. “Where’s my chocolate bar?” 

“Hi, Ron. Sorry, no chocolate bars today.” 

“Keeping them all to yourself?” he grins, taking a playful swipe at the pastor’s actually quite trim midsection. 
Pastor Rick grins back and introduces us. “Ron and I have shared many a chocolate bar together.”

“Pleased to meet you,” says Ron. “Been a bad week, pastor. Wife loaded all the furniture in the back yard this week and set it on fire. Had to bring in the fire department. That’s it. We’re not getting back together this time. I’m tired of starting my life from scratch.” Pastor Rick offers a sympathetic ear. I nod. Ron shares some more of his story and then we move on.

“Nice meeting you, Neil.”

“Nice meeting you, Ron. Take care.”

At the other end of the counter Pastor Rick greets a middle-aged employee. “Neil, this is Leonard.” 

“Not Leonard. Larry,” the man replies, smiling, as he comes over to shake our hands. 
“Larry is the janitor.” 

“Not the janitor, the maintenance supervisor.” Larry breaks out in a laugh.

The receptionist brings Pastor Rick his mail, and the talk, on this first day after April 30, turns to income tax deadlines. Before we leave Larry, we are all in agreement that the government is ever vigilant in exacting its interest penalties on late returns when money is owed them, but rather neglectful of interest when the funds are theirs to return. 

Outside again, Pastor Rick is filling me in on various other details of his ministry as we walk toward The Mustard Seed Church. 
“I don’t check in at The Mustard Seed too often, since it has its own ministry to the inner city, but I do visit it from time to time,” he says as we near it.

As we stand at the southwest corner of 96 Street and 106 Avenue, a tall young man with flowing blond locks crosses the avenue toward us. John, intense looking but very soft-spoken, wears a prominent cross around his neck and greets me with solemn and sincere politeness. 
“John helps out a lot as a volunteer at our Sunday Services,” Pastor Rick tells me, filling me in on the details, and then adds: “He has had a tough week. If I may, James? His partner just left him.” I nod my regrets. John nods back. 

“It’s not been good all round,” he says, but not much more is spoken.

“Nice meeting you.”

“You too. See you.” 

Half past one. We cut diagonally across the street to The Mustard Seed, a central Christian mission to Edmonton’s inner city community. 

When it is open, which seems to be most of the time, there is almost always a crowd in front of this large old church. Today, despite the inclement weather, is no exception. Several people are milling about on the sidewalk, and a young man and woman greet Pastor Rick. The young man has long dark hair and shifts his weight nervously from leg to leg. The young couple has just received thirty days notice from their landlord. 
“I haven’t slept all night. I’m really stressing,” says the man. His wife nods and draws heavily on a cigarette.
Pastor Rick listens to his explanation. The circumstances surrounding the eviction during this time of housing shortages and high rents do seem quite unfair. 

“Have you spoken with the Landlord and Tenant Advisory Board?” Pastor Rick asks. I don’t catch the reply. Soon one or two others are taking an interest in the conversation, offering up various “facts” about the current housing crisis and giving some good advice about being proactive. Pastor Rick shares some further words of his own, and we then head inside the church.  

My first-time impression of the large hall we enter is that it looks more like a giant cafeteria, but I sense that can’t be quite right. This is a church, after all. I don’t have much time to get a more accurate picture of the room, however, because I am being led through a crowd of people engaged in various levels and topics of conversation toward three people, James, Michael, and Barbara, enjoying coffee and donuts. Pastor Rick introduces us.
James is a long-time member of the Community of Emmanuel. 

“That was a really good service on Sunday,” he says to the pastor. “Big room, and lots of light.” The conversation turns to the benefits of the new venue of the Sunday service in Bissell Centre West while the east building undergoes renovations. I share a few words with Barbara and then we say good-bye and move again through the crowd and out The Mustard Seed doors. Not cafeteria, I think to myself. Friendly community hall?
At ten to two we are walking south on the east side of 96 Street, into the wind and some raindrops. As we pass by the Health Centre once more, Pastor Rick waves to a young man who comes over to join us. Pastor Rick attempts to introduce me to Tom, but Tom sets right into his tale of a neck injury that has kept him from work for some time now. The conversation moves between some half-humorous discussion on the relative merits of chiropractors and physiotherapists in injury treatment, and the seriousness of the layoff owing to Tom’s rapidly expiring paid sick days. He soon takes his leave, I nod good-bye, and Pastor Rick and I continue southward, immersed in conversation. As we walk he points across the street to the new Stollery Place apartment building for low-income individuals, and I turn to look. When I turn my eyes south again, we suddenly have to step aside for two men walking toward us, one of whom is tossing a plastic bag and a just-empty bottle of hairspray onto a vacant lot.

We walk without incident for another block or two and down the narrow sidewalk beside the red-bricked York Hotel. A young man comes up to us. “Hi Father,” he smiles, and when he has passed us, he suddenly turns around. 

“Oh! Say, got any spare change today?”

“Sorry,” the pastor replies, and then to me: “That was one of those ‘other’ times.”

I am getting the sense that, even if the people on this street don’t know Pastor Rick personally, they do know of him, or at least sense his ministerial presence.

We turn east, past the milling crowd outside the York’s tavern doors, across the street from Edmonton Police Headquarters. Above the doors looms a picture of a giant knife and a warning that anyone possessing such a weapon will not be allowed inside to drink. 

“I want to show you Urban Manor,” Pastor Rick is telling me. “It’s a place where men with drug and alcohol problems or chronic mental disorders can stay relatively cheaply.” Pastor Rick’s wife Bernadene works at Urban Manor. 

As we walk toward the building, a woman is being dropped off from an expensive pickup truck in the alley beside the York parking lot. Farther on, an ambulance is pulling into the middle of the field between the parking lot and Urban Manor at the east end of the block. I wonder if anyone is hurt, but the paramedics remain in their vehicle, apparently unconcerned. Several men are congregated on the west side of Urban Manor, drinking. “They’re not allowed to drink inside,” Pastor Rick explains. 
Inside we meet Bernadene, who graciously takes me on a brief tour. The halls and rooms are quiet. A grizzled man with a partially amputated leg sits in a chair at the end of one hallway, watching me. Or am I watching him? Pastor Rick, who has stopped at the desk to see someone else, meets up with us a little later. On our way out, Gordon, a long-time resident, and his wheelchair-bound friend, Chris, just recovered from a vicious coughing fit, meet us in the hallway. “If you want the real story about this place, don’t listen to her,” Gordon smiles, leaning fairly steadily against one hand on the wall, waggling the other hand with thumb and little finger extended. “Talk to an old-timer like me.” Pastor Rick and Bernadene grin back. I nod.
Chris doesn’t talk, but holds out his left hand, palm up on his knee. Pastor Rick and he give each other “some skin.” He then holds out his left hand to me in the same manner. I clasp it and then attempt to loosen my grip at the appropriate moment. Like Jenny, however, he holds on a few seconds longer. Pastor Rick and I take our leave. 
A quarter past two. We return down 104 Avenue toward the York. 

“Well, that’s basically the tour,” says Pastor Rick. Do you want to go for coffee now to discuss things further?” I’d welcome some quiet time to sit, chat, and make notes, so I hesitate for just a second when he offers to take me inside the York café. Will it be quiet, I wonder? There is no picture of a giant knife above its door.
“Or Tim Horton’s?” he asks. “We’ll probably get interrupted a lot in the York by people who know me.”
“Maybe Tim Horton’s,” I reply, not without a little regret, wondering if it was just the need for quiet that kept me out of the York. 

After getting in the car again, we drive in a sinuous route for several blocks, Pastor Rick all the while telling me more and more about his weekly ministry. I find out a lot more about several of the people I met that afternoon. Some have severe mental illnesses, some are chronic alcoholics and drug abusers; one has suffered several traumatic beatings; one persists in gambling away all his hard-earned money. Many do not have such severe problems, but they all have their own stories to share. 

And they share them willingly with Pastor Rick, who has many years of experience ministering to the homeless and disadvantaged across Canada. Although he has been the ICPM pastor for only eight months, he has already gained the trust, the respect and the friendship of many inner city residents. Several hours of his time each day are spent in conversations with people like those whom I have encountered today. Some he will chat with for a few moments. He will refer some who are seeking specific help to one or more of the several inner city agencies with which ICPM connects. With still others, perhaps two or three a day, he will spend much more personal time, visiting a sick man in the Royal Alex hospital, praying with a young person in the Edmonton Remand Centre, helping someone find shelter or some new clothing. Perhaps he will counsel and pray with a drug addict. 
I am struck by the kindness, humour, sensitivity, and wisdom that Pastor Rick exhibited in all his dealings with the people we met today. His is the gift of a genuine ministry of presence on these streets, the capacity simply to be among the homeless and suffering, to know them and to be known in turn. Where the least of them are, there he is also, embodying the mission of Inner City Pastoral Ministry: in partnership with the community, and guided by the Spirit of God, he walks with the people of the Inner City of Edmonton.

We drive south on 101 Street. I notice a police officer parked on the east side looking intently westward at a number of young people in front of the Boyle Street Co-op, and mention this to Pastor Rick. 

“A lot of drug deals go on there,” he explains. 

The first impression is not reflective of the vitally important counseling and support work that takes place inside the Co-op through Boyle Street Community Services, another agency with which Pastor Rick has close ties; nevertheless, I’m sure the kids are equally aware of the cop.

When we pull into Tim Horton’s at around half past two, the wind has died down and it is much warmer outside. Inside we order two medium black coffees. The friendly and attractive young lady behind the till is wearing what looks to me like an elegant, sheer hijab, or perhaps just a headscarf. She seems to know Pastor Rick. They are suddenly pointing out to me some severe scars, bruises, and other discolorations of a recent wound above her left elbow.

“Dog bite,” she explains. “A man out walking his dog, and the dog suddenly leaps at me. I’m warning other skateboarders to be on the lookout for him.” I express my shock and sympathy. 

“Don’t you want any donuts with your coffee?” she asks. Pastor Rick relents, orders a Boston Cream. We wish each other a nice day.  

At a quiet table we discuss many aspects of the afternoon’s events and about Pastor Rick’s ministry in general. He then asks me if I would consider, in addition to my main report on his weekly ministry, writing an article on my experiences that afternoon. He might be able to use it. I hadn’t planned on it when we began our walk, but I agree immediately, knowing that I will be writing it more for myself than for him.

