PRACTICING WHAT THEY PREACH

Mentally disabled a big part of Oak Cliff church

By Ed Housewright, Staff Writer of The Dallas Morning News ▪ Published January 7, 1995

[NOTE: In May 2002, the Well Community and Bishop Avenue Baptist Church joined forces.  The Well Community was a new church plant reaching out in the Oak Cliff area; Bishop Avenue was a congregation in decline.  A mutually beneficial partnership was created – the Well providing new energy / Bishop Avenue providing start-up funding and encouragement.]
It was a simple idea: have a neighborhood picnic and welcome whoever shows up.

That's what Bishop Avenue Baptist Church, a struggling congregation in Oak Cliff, did back in 1981. Some of those who came to Lake Cliff Park surprised the pastor and members - mentally disabled people, people they hadn't realized lived in some nearby boarding houses and apartments.

Since then, some of those surprise guests have become active members of the church near Methodist Medical Center and actually have helped keep it alive, said its pastor, the Rev. Brett Carroll.

In all, about a third of the 50 to 70 people who come to services each week are mentally ill or retarded. Many have been in and out of institutions.

Yet they are as much a part of Bishop Avenue Baptist as anyone else, despite occasionally inappropriate behavior - like the time a man who hadn't taken his medication suddenly slugged a previous pastor.

The church's acceptance is rare and exemplary, mental health and church officials say.

"They treat me like anyone else," said Bobby Lyles, 47, who has attended since 1987 and takes the collection each Sunday.

Bobby Bible, Mr. Lyles' roommate under an agreement with Dallas County Mental Health Mental Retardation, agrees.

"The people are friendly and kind," said Mr. Bible, 51. "These are my main friends. Without it, I wouldn't function very well at all."

Mr. Carroll, who has been pastor of the church since June, had to promise not to end the outreach to the mentally disabled before being hired by the largely elderly members.

"This church has made a commitment," Mr. Carroll said. "This church is going to continue to work with those people. We've stumbled upon a real profound need here and tried to figure out a way to meet that."

Church members don't make a big fuss out of what they've done.

"If we don't help them, who will?" asked Aileen Farkas, 67. "A lot don't have any other people."

Troy Eubank, director of community support programs for Dallas County MHMR, marvels at the church's work with the mentally disabled, who range in age from 19 to 60. It includes a Wednesday dinner, a light Sunday breakfast and donated clothes and blankets.

"Working with people with mental illness can be scary sometimes," Mr. Eubank said. "It's a sad thing when you see someone with mental illness who may be talking to themselves or to their voices.

"People with mental illness have a real problem making inroads into the community. To be able to have a place to go like this - to have friends and network in the community - is really supportive and really neat."

An official with the Dallas Baptist Association also commends the church, which receives funds for its work from two Baptist churches and local and state Baptist organizations.

"Bishop Avenue has seen an opportunity to reach out to folks who are in desperate need of spiritual ministry," said Tim Ahlen, consultant for multi-housing missions for the Dallas Baptist Association. "They have ignored what most churches have considered a handicap.

"A lot of folks come into a church . . . and they're not going to come back when they see someone who's got some mental problems awaiting them at the door."

The presence of the mentally disabled people may have cost the church some members, Mr. Carroll said. But it has produced a valuable quality in those who have stayed, he said.

"I have never seen the gift of mercy in full bloom as it is among these Christians in this church," Mr. Carroll said. "I guess I've learned, for one, the capacity for people to be good to other people is a lot greater than I thought."

Sometimes during the worship service, the mentally disabled members appear restless or walk in and out of the sanctuary, which seats about 125.

Occasionally, incidents are more disruptive. A few months ago, a woman came into church wielding a broom handle, convinced that someone had stolen her shoes.

Several weeks later, a man called 911 from the church, saying he was being beaten. He was not.

Another time, a woman passed out on the back pew of the sanctuary and had to be taken to the hospital. She had mixed illegal drugs with medication to control her mental problems.

"She nearly died," Mr. Carroll said. "Her heart rate got down real low."

These incidents, however, do not detract from their acceptance as members. Quite the opposite.

"They need somebody to believe in them," said the Rev. Bob Stacy, the church's previous pastor. "That became our ministry. That kept the church going."

After a recent worship service, members milled around in the parking lot before leaving. It was clear that no one drew distinctions among any members.

"I feel loved at this church," said Gail Catlin, 53. "All of them are my best friends. It's like home."
