
 

“You see our wretched plight. 
Jerusalem lies in ruins,  

its gates destroyed by fire.  
 

Come let us rebuild  
the wall of Jerusalem  

and be rid of the reproach.”  
 

The Prophet Nehemiah 

 

Humble Beginnings 
 
The Nehemiah concept was formally announced by 
Brooklyn’s Bishop Francis Mugavero and the East Brooklyn 
Churches at a press conference in June, 1982. Named for the 
biblical prophet who oversaw the reconstruction of the walls of 
Jerusalem, the plan is to build on the vast acres of vacant land 
in eastern Brooklyn and offer the homes to buyers with 
incomes between $20,000 and $40,000. 
 

The Provincial Chapter of 1984, in response to proposals from 
the Capuchin fraternity at Saint Michael Parish, one of the 47 
members of East Brooklyn Churches, directed the newly 
elected Definitory to make an interest-free loan of $250,000 
through the Bishop of Brooklyn to the Nehemiah Trust Plan. 
 

With the help of this and other financial assistance, a revolving 
pool of funds has been established. This pool, along with the 
cooperation and funding of City and State agencies, has 
enabled construction to begin. 
 

The friars of St. Michael fraternity, principally Brendan 
Buckley and John Gallagher, guardian and pastor, have been 
actively involved in the work of East Brooklyn Churches and 
the Nehemiah Plan housing efforts. 
 

As of 01 February 1985, 211 units have been completed and 
occupied. One hundred and thirty-nine units are under 
construction. Ultimately, 5000 units are planned for the 
Brownsville, East New York and Bushwick areas of Brooklyn, 
1600 of which are planned for East New York, the area of the 
parish community of Saint Michael. 
 

Forty five percent of the present Nehemiah Homes occupants 
are residents of East Brooklyn Churches, fifty five percent are 
residents of Brownsville and East New York, and forty percent 
are former residents of area public housing. 
 

Average combined income of families in the new housing is 
$23,000. Because of many contributing factors, each family 
pays an average of $310.00 monthly mortgage and $40.00 for 
water and sewer charges. 
 

General Manager of the project is affable I.D. Robbins. His 
knowledge, expertise, persistence, patience and wisdom guide 
the project through many obstacles and over many hurdles. 
Prominent on the wall of the model unit, which serves as Mr. 
Robbins’ office, is an adaptation of St. Paul’s letter to the 
Ephesians: “We wrestle not against flesh and blood but against 
systems and power…and against spiritual wickedness in high 
places.”  
 
 

Twenty eight years later— 
 

Nehemiah Housing 
continues to grow 

[Top-right] 1985-Brendan Buckley; [above] Philip Fabiano an 
early participant of the EBC and community organizer in support 
of the Nehemiah Plan; John Gallagher offered continued support 
as pastor [1984-1990] 

 

“Humble Beginnings”, written by Peter Kaseta, 
O.F.M. Cap, was originally published in the Bulletin 
of the Province of Saint Mary, Volume 22, Number 2, 
dated February 1985, page 36. The article is being 
presented in its original form. 
 



 

T H E  N E H E M I A H  H O U S I N G  P R O J E C T 

Bricks, Mortar, Hearts and Minds 
In East Brooklyn, Low-Income Housing  
Is No Longer a Dream 
Don Wycliff 

 

This article first appeared in the 27 August 1985 issue of The New York Times and later reprinted in the Bulletin. It offers a 
clear sense of community involvement and leadership development needed in the Nehemiah Housing Project 

 

In east Brooklyn, a coalition of churches is doing what 
many experts felt couldn’t be done—building affordable 
housing for low and moderate-income families. The 
Nehemiah project has already produced 300 new row 
houses in Brownsville at an average cost of $51,000 
and sold them to families with incomes averaging less 
than $25,000. Another 300 are under construction; 
plans call for 5,000 in Brownsville and East New York. 
 
Can such success be duplicated? Representative 
Charles Schumer thinks so. He wants a $150 million 
Federal program to assist similar projects across the 
nation. For budgetary reasons, Congressional approval 
this year seems unlikely. But the nation could do far 
worse than to invest $150 million in the idea. 
 
Nehemiah is a cooperative effort of a community 
organization, the governing authorities of several 
religious denominations and New York City. It began 
with the community group, East Brooklyn Churches, a 
coalition established five years ago [1980] with fewer 
than 10 congregations. Now it numbers almost 50, with 
a total of 50,000 members. 
 
Showing unusual cohesion and clout, the coalition put 
together an $8 million revolving construction fund, 
including major loans from the Roman Catholic 
Diocese of Brooklyn, the Episcopal diocese and the 
Lutheran Church Missouri Synod. It persuaded the city 
to clear and donate abandoned land, plentiful in 
blighted east Brooklyn. The city also agreed to chip in 
$10,000 per house, to cut the cost for buyers to 
$41,000. The state mortgage authority came along with 
special 9.9 percent mortgages. 
 
The result was to make home ownership a reality for 
people who never even dreamed of it. Many of the new 
owners are vacating public housing, making space 
available to those on many waiting lists. Meanwhile, 
neighborhoods that had been written off are being 
reclaimed.  
 

Nehemiah, city officials say, is producing new housing 
faster and more cheaply than homesteading programs to 
rehabilitate abandoned buildings. 
 
Could such success be duplicated? The answer isn’t 
obvious. To some extent Nehemiah’s success depends on 
its east Brooklyn location, an area with large tracts of 
abandoned land already owned by the city and available 
for free use. Few cities have as much as New York; the 
need to purchase land would drive the cost of each 
house much higher. The project also depends on the 
ability of the church coalition to tap parent church 
bodies for construction capital on highly favorable 
terms—no interest for five years. Church bodies might 
be able to do the same in other communities, but the 
prospect is by no means certain. 
 
Most important, East Brooklyn Churches is an unusually 
powerful community organization, strongly rooted in 
local churches. Its leaders have benefited from 
community organizers. It has moved shrewdly to build 
confidence and respect. A city official, with a trace of 
awe in his voice, observes that 9,000 people turned out 
for a recent Sunday afternoon rally the group sponsored. 
Numbers like that get public official’s attention. 
 
Representative Schumer’s bill would have the 
Department of Housing and Urban Development do for 
other projects what the city of New York has done for 
Nehemiah—create community organizations like East 
Brooklyn Churches. It seems clear that only the 
communities themselves can do that. 
 
It’s certainly worth spending $150 million to find out 
how many more such organizations are around and help 
them succeed with housing projects. But in the end, 
what Nehemiah has wrought in bricks and mortar only 
symbolized what East Brooklyn Churches has already 
created in the hearts and minds of people in east 
Brooklyn.  [Used with permission by author] 
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Old Fashioned Bulwark in 
a Tide of Foreclosures 

Michael Powell 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Five miles away in Jamaica, Queens, another neighborhood hammered by 
foreclosures, there remain blocks where not one house has been put up 
for auction in the current crisis. 
 

Stroll around Soundview in the Bronx, or Windsor Terrace and Bedford-
Stuyvesant in Brooklyn, and the pattern becomes clear. Of more than 
60,000 NY homes built or rehabilitated by the city in partnership with 
nonprofit groups like Nehemiah and Neighborhood Housing Services over 
three decades, less than 1 percent have fallen into foreclosure. 
 

It is a hidden-in-plain-sight success story: these alliances have 
sidestepped the plague of foreclosure by delivering homes to working-
class families in a distinctly traditional manner. The Department of 
Housing Preservation and Development and nonprofit groups created 
sturdy, affordable homes. Counselors screened credit histories and 
required that applicants attend ownership classes, put cash down and 
obtain prime-loan mortgages. 
 

“If you didn’t have good credit, you were out — it was old-fashioned,” 
recalled Zandra Brockman, 52, who bought one of the Nehemiah homes 
in East New York for $68,500 in 1999. “They didn’t want to sell you a 
home and have you lose everything.” 
 

As Congress debates the causes of the nation’s housing calamity, many 
Republicans have accused Democrats of promoting homeownership at 
any cost, pressuring banks and federal agencies to issue mortgages, no 
matter how exotic the lending terms or how shaky the applicants’ 
finances. Even some advocates for moderate-income subsidized housing 
have acknowledged that ownership mania swept the country in the last 15 
years. 
 

In these New York neighborhoods, both liberal and some conservative 
analysts see a model for bringing low- and middle-income workers, many 
of them black and Latino, back into the housing market. 
 

“They have recapitulated the elements of healthy, working-class 
neighborhoods — it’s back to the future,” said Howard Husock, a vice 
president for social research at the conservative Manhattan Institute. 
“Learning to save and building up credit is a prelude to becoming a good 
homeowner.” 
 

In their aversion to risk, the city and the nonprofit groups have behaved 
like small-town bankers. They refuse to let pinched owners overextend 
with home-equity loans. And the city demands the right to review 
refinancing requests. 
 
 
 
 

“One lady wrote a thousand letters to the mayor 
complaining about us,” recalled Denise Scott, managing 
director of the New York office of the Local Initiatives 
Support Corporation, which has financed close to 400 
subsidized one-to-four-family homes without a single 
foreclosure. “We refused to accept her argument that she 
could own a house without showing us proof of income.” 
 

Among 3,900 Nehemiah homes built 
since the 1980’s, organizers know of 
no foreclosures. 
 
A tally by the city’s housing agency shows that of 20,614 
such homes sold since 2004; only 13 have gone through 
foreclosure auctions. Among 3,900 Nehemiah homes 
built since the 1980s, organizers know of no foreclosures. 
“We continue to see an almost nonexistent default rate,” 
said Kathryn S. Wylde, president of the Partnership for 
NYC, whose housing arm has helped finance tens of 
thousands of one-to-three-family homes. 
 

This, despite the fact that the homes are mainly in 
neighborhoods like East New York, where lenders filed 
1,051 foreclosure notices last year, or Jamaica, where 759 
houses were scheduled for foreclosure auctions, 
according to the nonprofit Center for New York 
Neighborhoods. 
 

While New York’s commitment over several decades to 
producing hundreds of thousands of subsidized 
apartments and houses is without parallel in the nation, 
other cities have begun similar programs — with 
similarly low foreclosure rates. 
 
Neighborhood Housing Services has produced tens of 
thousands of affordable homes, scattered among virtually 
all of the nation’s large cities. The group that formed 
Nehemiah has also built 140 homes in Washington in the 
last few years. And Enterprise Community Partners, a 
nonprofit group based in Columbia, Md., has helped 
finance 15,000 to 20,000 homes for moderate-income 
buyers across the country. 
 
 
 
 

 

To walk the streets of Brownsville and East New York, Brooklyn, is to see neighborhoods 
ravaged by foreclosure, homes boarded up and marshals’ notices taped to doors. Yet in 
the midst of this pain sit several swaths of well-tended homes, about 3,000 in all, each 
with a driveway and statuary and garden. Not one of their owners has lost a home. 
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“Homeownership is not for everyone,” said Mark 
McDermott, an Enterprise vice president. “We require 
counseling and down payments — we want homeowners 
to have some skin in the game.”Such housing requires a 
substantial infusion of public money. 
 

In East New York, the city donated hundreds of acres of 
public land to Nehemiah and provided some 
construction financing. Elsewhere, city officials and 
large nonprofit agencies extended construction and 
mortgage financing to thousands of families. 
 

In return, these projects often create neighborhoods 
where none have existed for decades, and they can be 
fiercely independent. 
 

Organizers at East Brooklyn Congregations declined a 
state agency’s offer to provide low-interest loans for 
down payments in East New York. They preferred that 
each buyer scrape up the cash — usually $7,000 to 
$12,000, including closing costs. (The first Nehemiah 
homes in the 1980s sold for about $39,000; more 
recently built ones have sold for up to $158,000.) 
 

“We don’t want people who view ownership as a ‘mental 
rental,’ ” an obligation too easily discarded, said Michael 
Gecan, a senior organizer for Metro Industrial Areas 
Foundation, which did much of the work that led to the 
Nehemiah homes. 
 

New York officials never fell for the romance of 
homeownership. Sixty percent of city residents rent, 
compared with 40 percent in the rest of the nation. And 
that, said Rafael E. Cestero, the city’s housing 
commissioner, allowed the city and nonprofit groups to 
be picky about who could buy a subsidized home. 
 

“We didn’t have this drive to get every single person, no 
matter their income, no matter their credit, into a 
house,” Mr. Cestero said. “We frown upon exotic 
mortgages.” 
 

Yet New York’s nonprofit housing sector cannot stand 
sheltered from the national economic storm. 
Unemployment in the city stands at 10.4 percent, and 
nonprofit counselors report that more and more 
homeowners have lost their jobs and are at risk of losing 
their homes. Bank officials who have worked with the 
nonprofit groups have grown wary, and are reluctant to 
lend. 
 

For that reason, sales of new subsidized homes have 
slowed dramatically, and many stand vacant for months 
before selling. 
 

And the credit scores of working-class New Yorkers 
have tumbled. Two decades ago, Mr. Gecan said, one in 
three applicants for a Nehemiah home had a credit score 
that qualified them for a mortgage; now, it is one in 
eight. 
 

None of this came as news to Ms. Brockman, a financial 
analyst who lives alone and stood at the door of her 
handsome modest home on Hinsdale Street in East New 
York. A harsh wind was blowing. 
 

“You heard things these past years on TV and radio, 
where they say income doesn’t matter, down payments 
don’t matter,” she said. “You say to yourself, ‘How could 
they sell them a home knowing the homeowner could 
not afford it?’ ” 
 

She shook her head and unfastened her gate. 
“Nehemiah had no time for that here,” she said. “We 
wanted to build a community.” 
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