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When Are You Going to Help Me?

“Mr. Bruce!  When are you going to do something to help me?”

Shelia, not her real name, is a member of our Resource Center but is also known to 
“camp.”   She prefers to sleep outside rather than come inside and access a traditional 
shelter.

You probably know Shelia but not by name. 

Shelia is one of the individuals often seen on Broadway under the bridge at the I-40 
overpass as it runs through the city, or visible escaping in a make-shift shelter under a 
viaduct or meandering through Market Square.

A couple of years ago, a local television station aired a story with the following lead, “If 
you drive north of downtown on Broadway, you'll notice about a dozen tents pitched 
under the I-40 overpass. People live there…”  
 
Who “lives” outside in such abject distress when services (Knox Area Rescue 
Ministries, Salvation Army, and Volunteer Ministry Center) are within an “arm’s 
length” of the campsite?   

Shelia does.

Apart from asking “who,” a more interesting question may be “why?”  

Do some really “choose” to be in such a situation?

But why does Shelia choose to do so?

I remember when and where she said, “We will no longer just 
count shoes.”
This is one of the most vivid recollections I have about my early 
days with Volunteer Ministry Center.  
Ginny Weatherstone, then CEO, declared at a fundraiser 
gathering in the Knoxville Convention Center that “we will no 
longer just count shoes, but we will count when someone moves 
from homelessness to housing.”
As with many efforts to aid those in the experience of 
homelessness, the offer of clothing, shoes, etc., and the effective 
counting of that distribution, is to demonstrate the worthiness 
of the organization and its helpfulness in fulfilling its mission of 
“aiding the homeless.”
Ginny’s remarks, nearly thirteen years ago, echo in my ear daily.   
Ginny was declaring that “aiding the homeless” must include 

housing.   Thus, the Housing First philosophy became the guiding principle of the work of  
the Volunteer Ministry Center.   
Housing First is a simple and obvious notion that homelessness is ended when housing 
is achieved.  Furthermore, the ability to address a variety of issues that may appear to be 
symptoms of homelessness can only be done in the context of a safe, secure and permanent 
environment, home!   Housing is thus understood as a “tool for recovery” as opposed to a 
“reward.”
Since that remark by Ginny thirteen years ago, VMC has been counting the number of 
people who have moved into housing. As of this month, it is 1,055 strong!
After thirteen years, I have distilled the message of Housing First as “we are not assisting 
anyone experiencing homelessness until housing is part of the equation.”
Ginny’s announcement was a declaration of a vision, a new vision.    
That vision led to the creation of our Resource Center where individuals navigate the 
“system” in the effort to find a permanent home with the aid of a housing case manager.   
Ginny’s vision led to the development of permanent supportive housing at Minvilla Manor, 
formerly known as the Fifth Avenue Motel.   Minvilla Manor provides permanent housing 
to formerly chronic homeless individuals with in-house case management support.
VMC has a long history of being proactive, responsive, and effective in providing services 
and programs to overcome or prevent the experience of homelessness.
Such is our newest project, “The Foyer.”   
With many gathering under the I-40 overpass on Broadway, it was discovered that many 
were not accessing a traditional shelter for multiple reasons.  
Our vision for those like Shelia mentioned earlier is to create a smaller environment of 
an emergency shelter and couple it with housing case management.   With participants 
accessing The Foyer through a referral from an Outreach Social Worker/Case Manager, it 
is intended to reach many of our most vulnerable neighbors.
That vision is now becoming a reality.
Would you consider helping folks like Shelia?  Your special gift at this time will support the 
operation of The Foyer.    
With a goal of assisting 40 to 45 people like Shelia, many will begin the journey of housing.   
Yes! Your financial funding will go a long way in making a difference for someone’s loved 
one.
Shoes are important.   We still help people who are lacking.  
But now, we can envision a closet with more than one pair of shoes!

Rev. Bruce W.  Spangler
Chief Executive Officer
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Another vision for help and hope is coming through The Foyer.

The Foyer is located in the Salvation Army’s former 
thrift store.

Interior renovation will provide 40-45 beds with 
storage and partitions.

The Foyer will have office space for staff and 
volunteers.

The Foyer will provide safety and shelter to those who 
have been sleeping under the bridge.

Immediate 
Needs for The 
Foyer

• Pillows
• Pillowcases
• Standard twin sheets
• Standard twin blankets
• Bath towels
• Washcloths
• Laundry detergent

SPONSOR  
A BED AT

THE FOYER

Sponsor a Bed at The Foyer for $250.00
and be a part of the vision to provide safety and shelter
to the most vulnerable of our homeless neighbors.



VMC Happenings. . . Continued from front

In an NPR interview years ago, a man who was homeless explained why he did 
not come inside to a shelter, “All I can say is that my fear of the unknown, of what 
might be waiting for me at that shelter, was worse than my fear of the known 
risk, you know, of staying out on the street. That was where I was comfortable. 
And I think people, we're creatures of habit. We get comfortable in the most 
uncomfortable positions, and that just becomes home.”

VMC has a different vision for home and maybe Shelia does so as well in her plea, 
“when are you going to do something?”

Winston Churchill said that “We shape our dwellings and afterwards our dwellings 
shape us.”   But what happens when the dwelling shapes one before shaping the 
dwelling?

Shelia’s plea is for help and assistance.   Or “I am fading from life every day! Can’t 
you see that!”

It is well documented that the experience diminishes mental, emotional, and 
physical health, even leading to premature death.   Homelessness is a crushing 
experience compounded by a power or knowledge of something different.

“Mr. Bruce!  When are you going to do something to help me?”

VMC is now going to help Shelia and others like her!

VMC will be offering a low-barrier, housing focused emergency shelter with the 
name of “The Foyer” by mid-November or early December.

As an entrée’ to housing, The Foyer will provide overnight accommodations for 
40 to 45 people, paired with direct and indirect access to social services.  As a 
collaborative effort with the Salvation Army, The Foyer will be located in the 
Salvation Army’s former thrift store located beside the overpass where many 
Shelias gather.

Shelia, help is on the way!

We Have a Home Now!

John happily signs the lease to his 
apartment ending his life on the 

streets.

Clyde, with the help from his 
Housing Case Manager, Stephanie 

Mayes, now has a home after 
four years of experiencing 

homelessness.

Kenneth experienced homelessness for 
10 years.  With the help of Housing Case 

Manager, Opal Bryant, he now has his own 
apartment.

Melvin is all smiles as he receives his 
key to his new apartment from Housing 

Case Manager Craig Ahern.

Travis is so happy to have an 
apartment after three years of 

experiencing homelessness.

 Stephanie is no longer living 
on the streets thanks to the 

assistance provided by Street 
Outreach Case Worker, Megan 

Lappas.

By:  Bruce W. Spangler

The Big Orange Football 
Coloring Book

For well over twenty years, Charlie 
Daniel has supported and been 
involved with the Volunteer Ministry 
Center.  He has served numerous 
times on the Board of Directors and 
has given his time and talents to raise 
funds and bring awareness to the 
successful work of the VMC.   This 
summer, Charlie compiled his pre-
game UT football cartoons from over 
the years and spent numerous hours 
tracing them to create The Big Orange 
Football Coloring Book. The proceeds 
from the sale benefit the Volunteer 
Ministry Center. 

 
We are so grateful to 
Charlie for this amazing 
gift.  To purchase a book 
visit www.vmcinc.org.

The Volunteer Ministry Center  
Presents  

Carry the Torch Knoxville 
Featuring New York Times Best 
Selling Author and Host of the 
National Public Radio Program 

“On Being” 
  

Krista Tippett 
 
 

Wednesday, April 22, 2020 
10:00 am -  2:00 pm 

Knoxville Convention Center 
Mission Fair 10:00 am-11:30 am 

Lunch and Program 11:45 am-1:00 pm 
Book Signing 1:00 pm-2:00 pm 

For additional information contact Mary Beth Ramey at 524-3926 x 229 or visit  
carrythetorchknoxville.com 

Honorary Chair 
Carole Ayres 

Former Board Member and 
Long Time Supporter of VMC 

Members from Two Rivers Church volunteered on several  
Spring projects at Minvilla Manor.

In celebration of her Sixth Birthday, Bella asked for 
donations to VMC instead of presents for herself.  

Mom, Sherri, and brother, Max, assisted Bella with 
the delivery of the donations to VMC. 

Auctioneer Bear Stephenson raises the stakes on the 
Sam Venable Fish Fry Live Auction item at the recent 

Wine and Shine event.  More than $40,000 was raised for 
VMC programs and services.

Volunteer professionals from Remote Area Medical (RAM)  
have provided a Vision Clinic on a regular basis at VMC since 2016.

Karen Sproles along with 
her daughters, Amanda 
and Lauren, and son, Matt, 
enjoyed a memorable 
evening at the Don Sproles 
Memorial Evening: Wine and 
Shine event on July 19th.

Sam Venable lively entertained guests as Emcee for the Don 
Sproles Memorial Evening:  Wine and Shine event.


