
Housing: 

                                                                        A Basic Human Right



In response to the housing crisis which confronts individuals and 
families of low and moderate income in the City of Boston and across 
Massachusetts, Episcopal City Mission (ECM) affirms that access to 
decent, affordable housing is a basic human right. 

The opportunity to live in safe, sanitary and decent housing cannot, 
therefore, be determined by the forces of the marketplace alone. The 
role of government at federal, state and local levels, as well as churches 
and other private sector institutions is crucial to the securing of this 
right for all persons. 
 



ECM and Housing
For over 100 years, ECM has committed  
to supporting efforts to build and provide 
access to affordable housing for low- 
income persons and families. 

In the early 1970’s, Episcopal City Mission, working through the federal Section 202 program, constructed Morville House, 
a 175-unit housing development for low-income elderly persons, at 100 Norway Street in the City of Boston.  In 2002 ECM 
re-financed Morville House and by 2004 the construction of a new tower with 30 new units was completed. Morville House, 
which now provides both housing and social service programs for 225 residents, was intended to be a model, pointing to the 
results which come from the creative partnership and joint commitment of church agencies and governmental programs. 
Today ECM still supports Morville House, appoints its Board of Directors and works closely with program staff. 

From 1970 to 1995 ECM’s Housing Seed Money Loan Program provided low- rate or interest-free loans to cover start-up 
costs for “up-front” expenses in relation to the construction of new housing units or the rehabilitation of existing housing for 
the elderly, the poor and the handicapped. At the completion of this program, ECM had loaned approx. $2.4 million and  
created over 4,600 units of affordable housing in greater Boston. 

In 2006, ECM launched the Affordable Housing Program specifically targeted to parishes within the Episcopal Diocese of 
Massachusetts. This program invited parishes to apply for funds to help them evaluate existing land or buildings on their 
property and how they might utilize these assets to create new housing options within their community. 

ECM also addresses affordable housing as a Public Policy issue.  A network of hundreds of advocates in Episcopal churches 
and community organizations have addressed state legislators and administrators through one on one meetings, personal 
letters and phone calls. Through lobby days and other public events, ECM has given these advocates an opportunity to  
express their expectations that the government and its agencies play their governing role in solving the housing needs of 
the people of Massachusetts.  

ECM’s Burgess Urban Fund, (BUF) has awarded grants for the past 30 years to non-profit organizations and parishes in 
Boston and beyond that seek to develop housing for low-income individuals and families, organize public housing tenants 
fighting for their rights, advocate for the creation of affordable housing in Massachusetts and maintain fair laws to assure 
access to these units. BUF has awarded over $4 million to organizations working to create and maintain affordable housing 
and support tenants. 

Some of the groups that have received support are: Bread and Roses Housing, Lawrence; Chelsea Neighborhood Housing 
Services, Chelsea; Chinatown Housing and Land Development Corporation, Chinatown; Coalition for a Better Acre, Lowell; 
City Life – Vida Urbana, Jamaica Plain; Dudley Neighbors, Inc., Roxbury; Housing Families, Inc., Boston; Just Housing 
Program of Roxbury Community College, Roxbury; Lawrence Community Works, Lawrence; Massachusetts Alliance of HUD 
Tenants, Boston ; Neighborhood Development Corporation of Jamaica Plain, Jamaica Plain; NOAH., East Boston;  Roxbury 
Action Program, Roxbury; Tent City Corporation, Boston; Urban Edge, Roxbury; WATCH, Waltham 



Episcopal City Mission bases its conviction that 
access to decent, affordable housing is a basic 
right on the belief that human rights to which 
persons may lay claim have their source in a re-
ality transcending all organizations, institutions 

and systems. They have their origin in God, and may be claimed by virtue of humankind’s status as the creation of God. 

Human rights are the claims of men and women which find their legitimating in persons’ status as sons and daughters 
of God. Such rights may be withheld or denied by political tyrannies, economic exploitation or social and class  
discrimination. They remain, however, the just possession of all, and may be claimed by all. 

The extension of basic human rights to all persons is that standard which determines the legitimacy of any political, 
economic or social system, and is the standard by which a determination is made as to whether such systems are living 
up to their obligation. To protest the denial of any basic human right and to hold systems accountable for the extension 
of such rights is the appropriate role of the Church and for its individual members. 

A human right is what justice requires in response to a particular human situation or need. 

In seeking to define basic human rights and determine the requirements of justice in relation to particular human  
situations and needs, Episcopal City Mission, as a community of Episcopalians committed to justice, turn to the  
teachings of our Christian tradition. We also take into consideration the facts shared by the social sciences in regard 
to the realities that contribute to the health, wellbeing and welfare of individuals, families and communities. Together, 
these help us identify the essential components of social justice. 

At the foundations of our faith is the Biblical tradition that declares that God is a God of justice whose special concern  
is for those who are the victims of injustice, and those who are the victims of neglect, discrimination and deprivation.  
To follow these teachings we need to share God’s concerns and engage in action to correct the wrong doing being done 
to our neighbors. 

To ignore the plight of our brothers and sisters who, because of lack of income or class and racial discrimination, 
live in unfit housing is to fail to participate in the life and mission of God in the world.  To see that the hungry are 
fed, the naked clothed, and the homeless given shelter has long been recognized as at the heart of the moral expression 
of our faith. 

Indeed, Christ declared that the way we respond to the needs of those who lack food or clothing or shelter is the way we 
respond to God. Our faith teaches that religious commitment is expressed through commitment to our neighbors. The 
Scriptures declare that to act justly toward our neighbors is to know God. 

Housing as a 
basic human right

The activities of Episcopal City Mission in the field of housing have been of significant  
importance, not only because of the tangible results they have accomplished, but, of equal  
importance, because they have demonstrated what can happen when church agencies,  
government programs and citizens’ organizations act in concert to address the housing needs 
of the people.



With a $25,000 grant from Episcopal City Mission’s affordable housing program and additional  
support from city and federal loans, Porteus House, the 100-year-old former rectory on the grounds 
of historic Christ Church, Quincy, was renovated and is now fully operational as a single room  
occupancy (SRO) home for nine single men.

To withhold from any human being access to the resources of the created world, by direct design or by indirect result, is 
nothing less than idolatry for it suggests that certain things may be held in absolute ownership by some and not shared 
with others. God alone owns the world, and it is God’s choice to share it and its abundance.

To fail to respond to the human needs of the men, women, and children who, with us, are sons and daughters of God  
is to deny God. Whether persons of limited income have access to adequate shelter is thus for us at its heart both a  
question of justice, and a religious and theological question of central importance. 
 

In this society access to goods and 
services depends on the ability of the 
individual to purchase those goods 
and services. In turn, the offering of 

those goods and services is unlikely to occur unless that offering is reasonably sure of profitability. This means that, in 
the case of housing, private industry produces and markets housing which will offer the greatest possible profit. 

Housing for people with low and moderate-incomes has not been profitable on its own without government subsidy 
since World War II. Housing for sale through the workings of the market place is beyond the ability of persons of low 
and moderate-income. It is clear that both the purchase and rental of housing is becoming increasingly unaffordable. 

While access to goods and services is in most instances dependent on the ability to pay, and the offering of goods and 
services is related to the possibilities for profit to the purveyor of those goods and services, it has long been recognized 
that, when the natural workings of these principles of the marketplace result in the denial of access to basic human 
needs and rights, intervention must take place. 

It is for that reason that our society made a national commitment 40 years ago to see that all citizens had the opportunity 
to live in safe, sanitary and decent housing. Governmental programs were created to give expression to that commit-
ment, and those programs, in turn, made it possible for local and regional groups, including the Churches, to sponsor 
programs which could offer adequate and affordable housing to those unable to pay market rates for such housing. 

Housing: A Privately Marketed 
Commodity or a Basic Human Right?



The lack of affordable housing is visible  
in the City of Boston and the surrounding  

communities, but it is by no means limited to urban areas.  Families and individuals in cities and towns across  
Massachusetts are struggling to find affordable homes. Increasingly, Massachusetts is becoming a state in which only  
the affluent can afford to live without devoting a disproportionate percentage of income towards their housing costs and 
robbing from other basic human needs.

Over the past decade, home prices and rents rose precipitously, while incomes were stagnant. Adjusting for inflation,  
Massachusetts median household income1 did not increase at all over the last decade and lower-income households  
experienced declines.2 During the same period of time, home prices rose 63%3  and median gross rent rose more than 45%. 

The foreclosure crisis has compounded a difficult housing market. Many homeowners were victims of predatory lending, 
took out unaffordable loans or became unemployed during the economic downturn. At the same time, very few lenders  
were willing to modify loans when the housing market shrunk in the second half of the decade and a significant amount of 
homeowners owed more than their homes were worth. The confluence of challenges has caused over 44,800 homeowners  
to be foreclosed on since 2005.4 These households have had their credit ruined, savings and assets evaporated, and have 

The Housing Crisis

In the absence of such a commitment and without such programs the provision of housing is left solely to the forces which 
shape private investment and produce private profit. For those seeking housing for themselves and for their families this 
means, in effect: you can buy (rent) what you can afford; if you don’t have the money, you are (quite literally in some cases) 
out in the cold. 

While access to non-essential goods and services on the basis of profitability alone may be legitimate, access to such  
essential commodities as housing on that same basis leads to the denial of the basic human right to shelter. 

Access to decent, affordable housing is not a luxury. It is a necessity upon which access to other necessities and the develop-
ment of healthy, productive families and communities most often depend. Nothing is more essential to the welfare of men, 
women and children. Nothing is tied more directly to the recognition of the dignity, worth and value of persons. Because it 
is so closely related to the welfare of persons and to recognition of their value as persons, nothing is more a basic right than 
the opportunity, regardless of income or class, to live in that kind of housing which supports the welfare of the family and 
community, and is consistent with the value of persons.

Bread and Roses Housing (BRH), a Burgess Urban Fund grantee, utilizes a community land trust 
model to provide affordable homes to be purchased by families whose income is 30% of the area’s 
median income. 

Lidia, a BRH homeowner for 5 years, struggled with her finances after separating from her husband. 
She knew how crucial finding an affordable home was for her independence and her family’s security.  
She had to work double shifts and weekends in order to afford $1000 monthly rent before she  
applied and was accepted into the BRH program to purchase a home. She has shared the relief that 
she felt when her housing payment was substantially lowered by becoming a part of the program 
and, in turn, how working less and having more time to spend with her children, as well as being in a 
home that did not have a high debt burden, improved her life and that of her children.



The conviction that housing is a basic human right is, however, by no means limited to those of a  
particular religious tradition. In making that affirmation, Episcopal City Mission joins with other 
groups concerned about the rights of persons. 

Article 25 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted by the General Assembly of the 
United Nations on December 10, 1948 — a time at which the influence of our own country over 
the U.N. was strong — declares that “everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the 
health and wellbeing of himself [sic] and his [sic] family, including…housing.” 

been forced to return to the rental market. The additional renters place additional pressure on already low vacancy rates, 
exacerbating a supply-demand mismatch and causing rents to continue to climb.5

Affordable housing production is constantly happening, but at a slower pace than needed to meet demand.6 The  
Commonwealth has a shortage of over 54,000 units of affordable housing available to households with extremely low 
incomes.7 While families and individuals sit on waiting lists for housing vouchers or apply for special housing programs 
they are forced to make tough choices about how to pay for housing, food, health care and other essential items. There 
are currently over 90,000 families on the Commonwealth’s waiting list for rental assistance.8  

Because of the lack of affordable housing, children who grow up here can not afford to buy a home in their hometown 
and many are forced to leave the state. Seniors looking to downsize to more a manageable home have few options and 
also struggle to stay in their community. The current crisis is dire and will have long lasting affects on the welfare of  
our state.

   In Massachusetts 5,000 families and 10,000 children experience homelessness on an annual basis9 

   The primary reason families are homeless is economic; housing costs often exceed income levels.10 

    Over 365,000 low and moderate-income households in Massachusetts paid more then half their income 
for housing during 2005-2007, up from 268,000 in 1999.11

     Today, even median-income renters would need to spend more than half (51%) of their income to rent  
the average-priced rental unit.12 

1 “Facts At a Glance: Median Household Income Flat in Mass. between 2007 and 2008”, Massachusetts Budget and Policy Center, Boston, MA for 2000-2008 trends.  
2 Rebecca Loveland, Robert Nakosteen, Raija Vaisanen and Roy Williams, “Income Inequality in Massachusetts, 1980-2006”, MassBenchmarks, Volume 10, Issue 2, 2008
3 Home sale prices reported by the Warren Group
4 Foreclosure deeds reported by the Warren Group
5 Surge in foreclosures in region transforms market for apartments, Boston Globe, August 10, 2010
6 Massachusetts had the fifth slowest rate of housing growth in the country over the past decade.  U.S. Census Bureau
7 The State of the Massachusetts Housing Market (2008). UMass Donahue Institute.  Table 5-14. http://www.mass.gov/Ehed/docs/dhcd/media/thestateofmahousingm.pdf
8 DHCD
9 Commonwealth of Massachusetts. (2007). Report of the Special Commission Relative to Ending Homelessness in the Commonwealth
10 One Family, Inc, 2004 
11 2005-2007 ACS compared to 2000 Census
12 2008 Boston Renter Income Statistics, US Census Bureau, 2008 American Community Survey



In response to the affordable housing crisis, ECM affirms its longstanding and continuing commitment to housing as a 
basic human right. It will continue through the Burgess Urban Fund and other programs to make resources available to 
those groups which seek to increase the affordable housing stock, advocate for the rights of affordable housing tenants 
and organize for systemic change at the state and local level.  

	 •		Mobilize	our	constituency	to	hold	the	government	at	national,	state	and	local	levels	accountable	to	the	 
longstanding commitment of decent and affordable housing for all persons; 

	 •		Urge	churches	and	other	private	sector	agencies	to	join	us	in	implementing	a	partnership	involving	 
government and such agencies in the development of adequate housing for all; 

	 •		Support	tenants’	rights	organizations	and	movements	as	they	seek	to	influence	public	policy	in	regard	to	 
housing for low and moderate-income persons. 

	 •		Fund	new	initiatives	and	organizations	finding	new	ways	to	create,	build	and	sustain	affordable	housing	in	
Massachusetts.

ECM commits to supporting public policy initiatives that can determine the amount of affordable housing stock in  
Massachusetts and the access to that housing for all people, such as: 
  
	 •		Preserving	and	revitalizing	existing	public	housing	units.	Rehabilitating	public-owned,	abandoned	property	for	

use as low and moderate-income housing and building new mixed income housing. Promoting that all these 
endeavors be undertaken in consultation with tenants at all levels of decision-making. 

	 •		Providing	sufficient	resources	to	the	Housing	First	movement,	including	homeless	prevention	programs,	
state-funded rental assistance, and rapid re-housing programs so homeless and at-risk families and individuals 
can avoid homelessness and/or leave the shelter system with temporary or permanent housing assistance if 
needed.

 
	 •		Opposing	the	proposed	repeal	of	Chapter	40B,	Massachusetts	Affordable	Housing	Law,	responsible	for	80%	of	

the affordable housing created in Massachusetts, outside the larger cities, over the past decade.

	 •		Supporting	efforts	to	address	the	fallout	from	the	foreclosure	crisis,	including	efforts	to	help	at-risk	homeowners	
retain ownership or negotiate an alternative resolution such as a short sale where possible, to protect the rights 
of existing tenants and to support the expeditious transfer of foreclosed properties to responsible owners.

 
	 •		Encouraging	Congress	to	increase	funding	for	affordable	housing	programs,	especially	rental	assistance	 

programs that assist extremely low-income households.

Episcopal City Mission will continue to seek to develop strategies for engagement in these public issues  
and will at all times be open to coalition initiation or building with other groups  

which share concern for the realization of housing as a basic human right. 

To learn more visit: www.episcopalcitymission.org

ECM pledges to:

Fall 2010


