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Ethel Ware Carter is
associate director of the
Regional Council of Churches
of Atlanta, where she has
been involved over the last
several years in a change in
the organization's mission.
She works with membership
and resource development,
the ecumenical intern
program, and a website and
weekly e-newsletter of items
of interest to the region's faith
community. Before joining the
Regional Council three years
ago, she was a community
volunteer, particularly in the
areas of juvenile justice and
child advocacy.

She talked to the Roundtable
about how collaboration within
the faith community and with
government agencies
following Hurricane Katrina in
2005 set the stage for future
partnerships, including in the
area of combatting child
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The Roundtable :

Tell us about the Regional Council of Churches of Atlanta. How did the organization evolve
into its current form?

Ethel  Ware Carter:

The Regional Council of Churches was an ecumenical organization created back in the 1870s
in response to real social need. At that time, it was around orphans and education for children
and child labor practices.It was called the Atlanta Preachers' Meeting - which I love - and
existed with a few name changes in the form that it was in, up until about three years ago
now.

The Roundtable:

How would you compare its former versus its current structure?

Ethel  Ware Carter:

It was a nonprofit organization. It (later) called itself the Christian Council because it was
made up of ministers from most denominations. At the time Atlanta was a city - not a region -
of course, and that was true probably until the 1970s or 1980s.

In 1957, the Georgia State Legislature was considering closing the public schools, rather than
integrating them, and this, of course, was in reaction to Brown v. Board of Education. The
editor of the Atlanta Journal - the Atlanta Constitution at the time - said why are the pulpits
silent on this issue. Things were going on like ushers standing on the front steps saying, we
will not allow black people to come into our church, and then some churches had ushers or
clergymen standing on the steps saying, please come into our church. So the city was
becoming polarized. Churches were considering moves out of the city, out of the downtown
area, and that did happen - a number of churches moved.

In secret, men involved with the Christian Council went to a seminary in Atlanta and they
wrote, with the help of a professor, a document called "The Manifesto of 1957."It was pasted
on tables in several locations around town and clergy were alerted about it. It does not go as
far as we would probably want to go today, but it was a real statement that every child in the
United States deserved an education and should have an education. And it was signed and it
was published on the front page of the paper. So that was one defining moment.

The Christian Council also established programs - the chaplaincy program at the airport,
shelter and welfare programs for the mentally ill.

The  Roundtable :

Was it always part of the organization's goal to set up social programs?
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area of combatting child
sexual exploitation.

Ethel  Ware Carter:

Yes, and to make a difference on the street with churches working together across
denominational lines. The Refugee Resettlement and Immigration Services is another defining
moment, when the Christian Council started this program, which for the last 10 ten years has
been settling thousands of refugees in the Atlanta area.

The programs got bigger than the organization itself. And the emphasis on the organization
as a council seemed to not be working any more. And we were also no longer just this urban
pocket in a rural state. Atlanta is suddenly 20, 23 counties - it's defined different ways by
different folks - but suddenly we are a region.

So the decision was made to shut down the Christian Council as it was. All we did was
change our name - we didn't go out of business - but we reorganized as a regional
organization, with a very intentional seeking of board members who were of different
denominations and from different areas of the region.

The  Roundtable:

When did this change take place?

Ethel  Ware Carter:

This was three years ago or four years ago.

So that was a bold and wonderful move, and the people who were involved in this, who were
recruited to be on that first board and those first working committees, visited the different
clusters of congregations and different areas of the region, asking them what issues would you
like to see the Council approach and speak about. So the mission was changed to promoting
collaboration between denominations, between congregations, and making connections
between ministries, other social service organizations and the church or faith-based ministries
and congregations.

The  Roundtable:

So what happened to the programs that you had been operating?

Ethel  Ware Carter:

They were spun off. There was one program that was churches supporting homeless families,
helping them to get settled, and that was actually handed over to an organization called Faith
and The City. The other ones were spun off as freestanding programs.

So the other part of our mission is communication. We've got almost 6,000 people on our
newsletter list, and a web site that hundreds of people a day visit. We've created, because of
this, affinity groups and interest groups that are spread wide across the region and then
deeply into certain areas. So, the people who are interested in a certain issue have a way to
connect.

We really wanted a council that would work for social justice through other ways - like
advocacy and education and the connections that I'm talking about - and to use the power
that the church has to call people together, to convene. Another part of it was we aim to
promote the public voice of faith, to enable - through some grassroots efforts and also
through advocacy and education - people of faith to speak in the public arena about issues
that are important to them.So, that is another part of our mission.

The  Roundtable:

And how do you go about doing that? What are some things that you're involved in?

Ethel  Ware Carter:

We have been involved particularly in issues that we would call economic justice or social
justice. The child sexual exploitation issue (click here for a related article), also
homelessness, we're involved in a living wage coalition. We call people together, give people
the facts. That empowers people to speak, I think.
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The  Roundtable:

How are you funded? Are congregations members?

Ethel  Ware Carter:

We are a membership organization - and that was another change. We became a
membership organization. And we have just under 200 paying members. Memberships are
very cheap.

But everything that we do is actually open to everybody. So when we have an event - when
we brought (author, preacher and activist) Jim Wallis here, when we brought the China Bible
Exhibit here in conjunction with a church and a seminary - it's open to everybody. So we're a
funny membership organization.

The benefit of being a member of the Regional Council of Churches is that we hope to enable
churches to be who they're called to be. That's what we have to sell - that we can increase
the capability of churches to answer the gospel call.

The  Roundtable :

Is there anything that is similar in your members, other than them being Christian? You
mentioned bringing Jim Wallis to Atlanta, for instance, and he's considered liberal. Are your
members liberal?

Ethel  Ware Carter:

No. I would say that the old Christian Council had become, because of its interest in social
justice, a pretty liberal organization. But we have members who are from very conservative
congregations and we actually have had, in some of our programs, wonderful financial
support from some very conservative organizations. And we also have very strong Catholic
and Baptist support, which is sometimes not true with ecumenical organizations. We run the
gamut from Missionary Baptist to Greek Orthodox.

The Roundtable:

When you became the Regional Council of Churches three years ago, was it a well-received
change?

Ethel  Ware Carter:

Yes, it was. There was excitement across the region. It's sometimes hard to hold that kind of
thing together because we are spread out pretty widely, but I think it was well-received and
welcomed by clergy leadership in the city.

The  Roundtable:

Tell us how the Council responded to Hurricane Katrina. At that point, how long had you been
in existence?

Ethel  Ware Carter:

About a year and a half. We got involved with Katrina because I got a phone call from our
public hospital, Grady Hospital, here in Atlanta. A social worker at the hospital had actually
called a church that she knew of. The pastor there was on our advisory council, and he said,
you need to call the Regional Council of Churches. This was the day the levees broke in New
Orleans, and 50 patients were being airlifted into Grady. And their families were coming with
them, and they had not realized the families were coming. They were going to be there in a
few hours, and they didn't have any place for them to stay. So, I used my newsletter list,
which I had sworn never to use for anything but the newsletter, and said, excuse this but
here is the situation. The response was overwhelming and it was immediate.

The  Roundtable:

Can you give examples of the kind of responses you got?

Ethel  Ware Carter:
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People began calling the office, although I asked them to call Grady, so our phones were so
busy that I could not even check (in with Grady) for a couple of days. When I finally did have
a moment to call Grady, it had been taken care of within about 30 minutes, what they needed.
A church had called and offered to open their shelter - it was early in the season, the shelter
would not normally be open - but also private people had called and offered to take the
people. But we began getting wonderful calls, like "I can take a family and their horses. "That
was one of my favorites.

The  Roundtable:

Was there someone in need of that?

Ethel  Ware Carter:

No, we didn't have anyone in need of that, but that's what somebody said: "I have room for a
family and their horses."

An organization opened a camp - and that was an amazing story. This was a camp in the
North Georgia Mountains. The group thought, wouldn't this be wonderful, it's high ground, it
would feel safe. But for people who had been living in the Ninth Ward (of New Orleans), in an
urban area, with no trees and such, with no wild animals around, the camp was really
terrifying. Those people were happy to get back into civilization.

We have heard that we had as many as 150,000 evacuees here. There were 90,000
documented by FEMA (the Federal Emergency Management Agency), I believe. We also got
a call from the Governor's office saying, we're talking about what kind of announcement he's
going to make to the people of Georgia, and should he remind them of the Good Samaritan?
And I said, well, we're past that. He needs to say, your response has been immediate and
overwhelming, and you're doing the right thing.

Through that phone call, we became involved with another organization that was recruiting
churches that was willing to take families and help them get whatever they needed. Three
hundred churches came forward at that point and officially registered. We began organizing
meetings for them to come to, aiming for them to come to one meeting, where they would find
out what's available from the food bank, from the furniture bank, from the social service
agencies, from the department of human resources, state of Georgia, FEMA, what kind of
HUD (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development) stuff was available. At that point,
we weren't even thinking about people moving to our community permanently. But, at one of
those meetings, our executive director realized that if we all worked together on this, that we
could help the evacuees themselves - not just inform these churches. Because 300 churches
was a wonderful thing, but that wasn't going to touch the numbers of people who were here.

So we formed a coalition called Standing Together. It was made up of ministries, agencies,
congregations, what we called judicatories - governing bodies of churches - some public
agencies - department of human resources, division of public health met with us. In an
unofficial way we had GEMA (Georgia Emergency Management Agency) and FEMA involved.
And then a church - Grace United Methodist Church on Ponce de Leon - which is in
downtown Atlanta and on the public transportation lines, offered some unused space in an
educational building. The church members themselves came in and carpeted and painted,
and the United Way gave us funds to set up computers and telephones, and we established a
Katrina evacuee response center, called Standing Together. It was convenient for people to
come to. There, we had Lutheran Social Services, who worked with employment, Catholic
Charities worked with housing, a group called Action Ministries had food and clothing,
Community Advanced Practice Nurses did health and mental health screening - I just don't
want to leave anybody out. We had people there doing case management. A project of the
Jewish Family & Career Services also came there. A church in Dunwoody started a "Jobs for
Katrina" organization - they were doing clothing, resume, interview skills, for people who were
looking for jobs.

The  Roundtable:

You said before we began this interview that this response to Katrina was another defining
moment for the Regional Council of Churches.

Ethel  Ware Carter:
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Because it was our dream. We always knew that we could do more together than we could
do alone. That's an adage and said too often, but it was so true. To be able to offer the
people, we hoped, what they needed in one spot. There were also large churches doing the
same thing, so we're not the only people who were doing that, but we were, I believe, the
only ecumenical organization of public and private agencies and faith communities working
together.

The  Roundtable :

And you were bringing together not just the large organizations, I take it, like Lutheran Social
Services and Catholic Charities, but smaller congregations as well.

Ethel  Ware Carter:

Yes, and we also held - I can't remember what we called it - Katrina fairs at about five
different locations, where, if you were interested in "adopting" or sponsoring a Katrina family,
you could come and find out what was available for you. And I don't want to leave out the
Red Cross. You could come and find out what was available, what kind of help you would get
in helping the family that you wanted to sponsor.

I just remembered another event that happened back before we got this Standing Together
really rolling was the fact that the first FEMA date was established when the people would
have to leave the hotels. We used our e-mail list and sent out the facts about that - about
how many people were in the hotels and that this was an unreasonable date and it was
announced too close to when it was actually going to occur.

The  Roundtable:

This was the date that FEMA said that ...

Ethel  Ware Carter:

... they would no longer pay for evacuees. We sent that message out, and within two hours,
state senators were on the phone. The Governor's office was on the phone.

The Roundtable:

You sent your message out to them?

Ethel  Ware Carter:

No, we sent it to our churches and our faith leaders, and interested individuals. And we gave
people information on how to contact their representatives and their senators, both in the
state and the national legislature. And it was amazing what happened. That was another
thing that brought the group together.

The final FEMA date was set - actually the FEMA date was put off one more time. The night
of the last FEMA date, we drove around to hotels where we knew there were evacuees. The
information about who was in the hotels had been collected in part by a group who called
themselves the Laptop Brigade - it was mostly men with laptop computers who went to hotels
and took people's information. So several people from this office went to those hotels to visit
those people to make sure they had a place to go. The good news is, we found that most of
them did.

The  Roundtable:

Is your work with Katrina evacuees still going on?

Ethel  Ware Carter :

It was declared within about a year of the Katrina event that whoever was left in Georgia was
now Georgian. They would be handled by our social service agency. Standing Together is no
longer going on, although we did just use that space in February to hold a disaster child-care
training, which is another marvelous realization of our dream. We don't have Church of the
Brethren churches in Georgia. They work with the Red Cross and train all the people who
handle children during times of disaster. So they're specially trained to recognize hidden
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symptoms in children, who react so differently than adults to things. So they contacted us,
having heard of us through the Katrina response, and we held a training in that space and
trained maybe 24, 25 people to begin certification as child-care disaster providers. So, that's
another evidence of what you can do. A group of people came from middle Georgia, a group
of them came down from one of the midwestern states. They were from all denominations, so
that was marvelous. In fact, a couple of people were not, probably, connected with any
denomination. But that was a wonderful example of doing things together for the common
good.

At the end of Standing Together, there were people who were being upheld by their social
systems, particularly in the deep pockets of poverty in New Orleans, who were just turned
loose into the world. And those people were the last people we ended up working with -
people who were going to need to be supported for the rest of their lives, people who are
marginally employable, who have limitations, physical or mental limitations or illnesses. And
those people needed to be cared for by professionals, so that's how that ended up. And
there's still people struggling, of course. After the FEMA money had run out, we suddenly had
an onslaught of people who were being evicted. People who thought they could make it, who
had spent all the resources they had, and organizations like the Salvation Army and St.
Vincent de Paul were then available for those people.

The  Roundtable:

In calling this activity a defining moment for the Regional Council, how has it carried on in the
way you work now?

Ethel  Ware Carter:

It proved our dream of how we could work together. So if anything, we are more determined.
We hope not to be swept up again in such a way that we almost spend ourselves out of
existence - both financially and physically - because that almost happened to us. But we
would not be who we were, if we had not stopped and said, "Wait a minute" in the face of so
much need. That wouldn't be who we were as a faith community ourselves. But it has
strengthened the faith community across denominational lines, and we also have done more
interfaith work.

A conversation that was begun over a year or so ago was able to come to fruition when we
merged administratively with Faith and The City, so that we share equipment and office space
and administrative staff. So that is a wonderful way for us to be better stewards of the
resources that we have.

The Roundtable :

When did you get involved in the issue of sexual exploitation of children? What has the
interest level of congregations been?

Ethel  Ware Carter:

We got involved because Scott Weimer at North Avenue Presbyterian Church said he
realized, whoa, why would I be trying to pull this coalition together without contacting the
Regional Council of Churches. So we were really a communication arm for him and his group
as it came together. We've also worked on the homeless summit, we're working on the
minimum wage coalition. It's interesting how different groups come together around different
issues. That (sexual exploitation of children) is an issue that we saw widespread interest in,
regardless of denomination.

And the candlelight vigil that they had in the pouring rain with several hundred people praying
on the corners where children are picked up was a marvelous thing. What credit we take is
that we've longed dreamed that the city could work together on this kind of issue, and we set
up the communications system in order to get the word out, to increase participation. So
that's all we did. We attended and then we followed up. We were the first folks to get the
mayor's report on-line. We put an article on our web site, and then we followed up with what
sorts of legislative advocacy we could get involved with.

The  Roundtable:

Can you comment on why this issue more than some others has brought so many parts of
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the faith community together?

Ethel  Ware Carter:

I can comment that children are innocent. A 14-year-old runaway is still an innocent child. I
think people may still cling, perhaps not consciously, to the idea that people are homeless
because they don't work, or minimum wage is at least a job.

One of my friends was in a grocery store with a "Raise the Minimum Wage" pin on. She was
in a grocery store in a very affluent section of Atlanta. Somebody said, "What is the minimum
wage?" She said $5.15.And they said, "I pay my babysitter more than twice that much. "So
there is some knowledge that people don't have about big issues, and lots of different ideas
and pre-existing ideas that people have.

But I think child sexual exploitation is pretty clear. It's pretty clear that these are innocent
people and that they need everybody's protection.

The  Roundtable:

How did your work on Katrina position you to bring together the faith community on the child
sexual exploitation issue?

Ethel  Ware Carter:

Anyone involved in the Katrina event, its aftermath and its ministry there, saw the benefit of
this kind of interagency, interdenominational work. So it increased our visibility, but it also
gave credibility to our dream of how this could work.

The  Roundtable:

How would you describe the benefit of that interagency collaboration? Were you more
efficient?

Ethel  Ware Carter :

I would never say that two churches should not have soup kitchens next door to each other.
If your church is called to the ministry of soup kitchen and the church down the block is also
called to the ministry of soup kitchen, it is not up to us to tell you not to do that. But we can
learn from each other. It was more beneficial to those in need to have the things they needed
in one, convenient location. It was meeting the need.

The Roundtable :

What are your member congregations looking for you to do for them now?

Ethel  Ware Carter :

We are offering a monthly breakfast, which we are very excited about. It's going to go from
church to church. We actually met not in a church, but in a ministry yesterday - City of
Refuge. We started in January. Six months out of the year, it will be a clergy breakfast, and
alternating months we'll welcome lay people as well. Some of them will be focused on issues,
so they will be informational, but some of them will be opportunities for fellowship,
opportunities for envisioning how the collective church can be the body of Christ for our
community.

The  Roundtable:

Thank you for speaking with us.
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