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“…AND THE GREATEST OF THESE IS

CHARITY”

Charity begins at home. It

shouldn’t end there, but it’s a good place to

start. It’s what my mom and dad taught me. It’s

what’s at the heart of Ace’s annual Charity

issue, for the past 15 years or so.

Growing up, it’s a great thing to be able to

admire your parents. So many memories from

my childhood stand out around the holidays.

Like the time an acquaintance of my

mom’s showed up at our door after their house

burned. My mom was the one who mobilized

the community — finding a place for them to

stay, and clothes and shoes, and coats, and

deodorant and toothpaste and even finding

out what Christmas presents had burned

under their tree, so she could replace them.

Or the time we went to Jackson County

as part of St. Camillus’s outreach program. I’ll

never forget meeting Ceil and Cody, who lived

in a camper (not a mobile home, just a

camper) with a potbellied stove in the center.

Batman was playing on the black and white

television next to the stove.  I remember Cody

steering me out of the way of that stove so my

down jacket wouldn’t catch fire. The bulk of

the holiday “cuisine” we brought them was a

case of baby food — because that’s all Ceil

could eat. She’d had most of her digestive sys-

tem removed as part of her cancer treatment.

I conservatively guessed she looked about 75

(when one of the nuns asked), but found out

on the way home she was 46-years-old.

I came home filled with holiday spirit —

really grateful and thankful — primarily grate-

ful and thankful that I wasn’t them. (Not the

lesson I was supposed to learn.)

But one of the most vivid memories I

have is the Christmas my dad worked on Cane

Creek, driving a back dump for Richland Coal.

His job was pretty self-explanatory, consisting

of backing up this multi-ton piece of machin-

ery to within an inch of a 100-foot highwall and

dumping the dirt over the side. He was (and

still is) deathly afraid of heights, but he did it

every night (second shift), for more years than

I can count.. His “coffee breaks” consisted of

crawling off into a bulldozer track where he

could throw up from sheer terror with some

degree of privacy.

Every day, on his way up to the deadlift ,

he’d pass this little shack — the

kind you’d see in a Shelby Lee

Adams photograph — a gang of kids

and dogs in the yard, a car up on

blocks out front, a washer and a sofa on

the porch. 

He started to get worried as the holi-

days got closer and he didn’t see a Christmas

tree, so he got it in his head that he’d play

Santa Claus. 

He came home and told us what he

remembered about the kids — how old they

might be, what size they might be. Then we all

went shopping. I picked out things for the

girls, my brother for the boys. I remember

some pretty red mittens, a doll or two, and a

remote control car; there were even chew

toys for the dogs.

We really got into it. I imagined show-

ing up on their doorstep with all this loot —

how they’d rip into these packages, thanking

us profusely. It’d be great. The

best Christmas ever. Finally,

I thought, I had a handle on

what the Sisters of Divine Providence had

been telling us all along. THIS was what it

was all about. (Or as a guest put it at Sunday

Brunch this weekend: “you get a car! YOU

get a car!” Yes. That is exactly what I envi-

sioned.)

But that wasn’t what my dad had in

mind. We came home. We wrapped up all

the presents. My mom added in container

after container of her beautiful holiday

cooking — her loaves of braided challah,

country ham (an odd match in some houses

maybe, but not ours), cranberry salad,

homemade apple butter....

My dad put it all in a big box. He drove

up to these people’s house — alone — in the

dead of night, Christmas week (hoping not to

get shot or dogbit), and left it all on their porch.

The only way we know that they got

their presents was because he saw them

wearing the clothes and playing with the toys

the following week.

My dad, of course, had been poor.

Most of his life. And he knew a little some-

thing about charity. 

His family had spent their entire lives

avoiding it — along with the condescension that

often accompanies it as the price of admission.

So he knew that how you give is as

important as what you give.

You give in a way that’s right for the

recipients. You give in a way that acknowl-

edges and preserves their dignity.

Charity’s an important value, especially

when it’s wrapped in respect. ■

—RR

Reprinted, Ace, November 1999.

E d i t o r i a l Legacy
Getting the Homeless Indoors, not just
out of the Parks
“Of all the preposterous assumption of humanity,
none exceeds the criticisms of the poor by the
well-fed, well-housed and well-warmed.”

— Herman Melville

Aproblem is developing at Phoenix
Park in downtown Lexington.
People are using it. The park has

become a popular destination for some of the
city’s homeless, and that doesn‚t sit well
with city leaders as the World Equestrian
Games approach.

According to many, it is unacceptable
for these particular people to congregate in
Phoenix Park. City officials and other down-
town stakeholders have pointed to the
approaching World Equestrian Games to jus-
tify cleaning up Lexington’s image as the
world comes to visit, and they say it’s bad for
the city’s image to have large numbers of
homeless people in high visibility areas
downtown.

This, however, isn‚t really about the
World Equestrian Games. The city has dis-
played a pattern of hostility toward the
homeless in the downtown area over the
past 20 years. After all, the city tried to purge
a church-run program that fed the homeless

from Phoenix Park in 2005, and an April 2008
article in Ace chronicled an attempt in the
80s to rid downtown of the homeless.

So as we continue, let’s not be confused;
The World Equestrian Games is not the rea-
son behind our city’s leaders attempt to run
the homeless out of Phoenix Park. Rather it’s
an opportunity to rekindle an agenda that
has existed for over 20 years. That agenda is
to make downtown more appealing by purg-
ing an unappealing segment of the popula-
tion from the area.

Let’s deconstruct one of the most com-
mon issues the city and the media cite as jus-
tification for discouraging homeless folks
from using Phoenix Park.

Take the issue cited recently in the

Herald-Leader: homeless people sleeping on
the grass or on benches in the park.

While it’s true that homeless folks do in
fact fall asleep in Phoenix Park let’s compare
the situation with another downtown

Lexington park. I would like to tell you
about a friend of mine who says that one of
her favorite things about summer is going to
Woodland Park to read and take a nap under
a shade tree. To my knowledge no one has
ever called their council member to com-
plain about her sleeping in the park. And
she’s not the only person dozing off on the
grass in Woodland Park. So what’s the dif-
ference? My friend is a pretty girl as opposed
to the shabby disposition of the homeless in
Phoenix Park. Even though my friend is
engaged in exactly the same activity as the
homeless downtown, we can be confident
that a campaign to rid Woodland Park of
pretty girls would most assuredly fail.

Meanwhile, however, a campaign to rid
Phoenix Park of the homeless takes root.

With double standards such as this in
mind we must ask another question. Is this
really about people sleeping in the park or
are there economic interests at play? I was
only partially correct earlier when I stated
that the World Equestrian Games is only an
excuse to reignite an older, albeit twice
failed, agenda to clear the homeless out of
downtown.

The honest truth is that many people
really will not go near a place where the
homeless congregate. As shameful as it may
be, when society sees the homeless in a par-
ticular place, it has a negative effect on that
place’s image. And that does in fact affect

Instead of walking by Phoenix Park
and asking “What can we do to get

the homeless out of this park?” Let’s
ask “What can we do to get the

homeless indoors?”

Guest Opinion
by Ian Epperson
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economic activity in the city’s core.
The economic motive is evident else-

where as well. Let’s not forget that the city
applied for a federal HOPE VI grant to
rebuild the Bluegrass-Aspendale housing

project in 2005 but the grant was rejected due
to “technical errors.” It seems, the city gov-
ernment didn’t care enough about the proj-
ect to bother running it through a spell
check. But when wealthy folks started mov-
ing into downtown condos three blocks over,
and crime was a concern to them, the city put
the grant together appropriately and it was
approved.

But in the case of Phoenix Park let’s
think hard about the end game for those who
would like to see a homeless-free down-
town? Are we treading on slippery soil when
we decide that, in Lexington, a specific peo-
ple group or socio-economic class is not wel-
come to use public facilities such as parks?
Are we really prepared to make such a dis-
tinction? Is that who we want to be?

Perhaps the greatest irony of the whole
situation is that Phoenix Park was built to
commemorate Veterans, a demographic that
is among the most likely to end up homeless.
Are we prepared to kick homeless veterans
out of a park intended to honor them?

The bottom line is that we do in fact
have a lot of people coming to Lexington
next year and making a good impression is a
worthwhile effort. So should we plant some
trees and implement beautification plans to
make the city’s main corridors more attrac-
tive? Sure, sounds great! Should we set up
hospitality committees to help visitors get
around town? Go for it! Should we make an

implicit assault on the civil rights of a specif-
ic people group based on how well they
reflect the city’s image? Well let me stop you
right there.

We have already planted trees, and they

will still be here after the games. We really
are setting up hospitality committees and
they will serve to help visitors find their way
around town during the games. These are
worthwhile efforts and they‚re actually
accomplishing something. But in regards to
the issue of homelessness we‚re not actually
dealing with the problem. We‚re not solving
it; we‚re just hiding it from the world. So I
have an idea.

Let’s start asking a different question.
Instead of walking by Phoenix Park and ask-
ing “What can we do to get the homeless out
of this park?” Let’s ask “What can we do to
get the homeless indoors?”

Let’s come together as a city and find a
way to end homelessness in our town. Let’s
have a long, hard conversation. Churches
and religious institutions have a huge role to
play as does the city government and the
good generous people that call this city
home. If we want a homeless free downtown
lets commit to getting it. But let’s do it right,
let’s not just hide the problem. Let’s dream
big dreams and make big plans. Let this be
the legacy of the World Equestrian Games. ■

Ian Epperson works at the Lexington Rescue
Mission. Research assistance provided by Todd
Campbell.
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