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Oral History Report on Grace Place 
By Leslie Bingham 
 

Leslie Bingham on Grace Place.  

LB:  Grace Place had its beginning in the year 2007. At the time pastor Ross Oliphant was over Galloway.  
It was his observation that as a downtown church Galloway could easily have the image of a fort and he 
challenged the congregation to become Port Galloway, and not Fort Galloway.  Pam Meek was our 
Missions and Outreach director and Grace Place was born.  It was born out of necessity for the constant 
knocking on the door from individuals seeking either restroom facilities, a sip of water, travel assistance 
or a meal.  What began as meeting those needs became Grace Place - created to make calmness out of 
chaos.  We started out giving a snack bag to those asking for food, often just passing it out the back door 
with the “bless you” on your way. That began to not meet the needs and we evolved into giving the   
Sunday lunch or Wednesday evening leftovers to those individuals needing food.  That meal was served 
in the basement with the cast-off furniture that no one else wanted in their office as the place for them 
to sit down. In its earliest beginnings, we had limited seating and would allow a shift of individuals to 
come in from 8:30 until 10 o’clock when they were asked to leave….and the second shift of individuals 
was allowed other to enter from 10 until 11:30.  

Then came the arrival of co-senior pastors Reverend Doctors Connie and Joey Shelton.  They observed 
the ministry and realized, how do you instill dignity and lost hope to individuals when you’re serving 
them leftover food and in a downstairs basement with leftover furniture?  So the next layer of ministry 
was added to Grace Place.  We began to evolve into restoring lost hope and dignity to those individuals 
who call the streets of Jackson home.  A healthy meal was prepared with donations from church 
members of foods that were cooked at home complimented with the food from our Galloway kitchen.  
Furniture was brought in that was both appealing and comfortable and the room was decorated to 
reflect the image of hospitality.  The two shifts were done away with and all that could come in were 
welcome from 8:30 until 11:30, five days a week.  There were many obstacles that were encountered 
along the way; the obstacles came really from both sides of the fence.  It was obstacles faced getting 
participants to come into the program.  A lot of people were not comfortable coming into a large, 
predominantly white, upper middle-class church.  They felt like they had to dress a certain way or look a 
certain way or behave a certain way.  And the fact that they were being invited in and offered a meal 
was beyond their comprehension.  Rumor has it that at the very beginnings of the concept of Grace 
Place, we actually went across to Smith Park and offered $5.00 to individuals that were willing to come 
in!  I’m not guaranteeing that that is true!  There were also obstacles on the Church side of the ministry.  
There were people who said Yes we should love the least of these but not inside the Church.  Or, Yes we 
should love those who call the streets of Jackson home but we operate a day care and we can’t have 
both in the same space.  There were obstacles that presented themselves over concern for safety and 
many issues. But one by one, each was addressed and one by one each was overcome.  

I clearly remember my first impressions of Grace Place came as a volunteer sitting at the sign-in desk.  I 
would watch as they would line up outside patiently and come in and sign their name and I would 
observe their hands and wonder where they had been and what they had done and what stories their 
hands could tell if they could talk.  Many of them were weathered, callused, hard-working hands.  Some 
actually looked very manicured and polished and like they hadn’t worked a day in their life.  But I was 
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fascinated at the variety of people and the variety of backgrounds and I had a longing and a passion to 
get to know them more and to hear their story and to understand where they had come from and 
where they were going.   

 

Through the years we have overcome a lot of obstacles.  Some of the obstacles on the membership side 
of the fence are appreciation and understanding of the program and its purpose but a resistance to 
actually being hands on involved with the ministry.  It’s my opinion that a lot of people kind of hang their 
hat on the peg so to speak that “My church feeds the homeless!”  “My church reaches out!”  But they 
use that as the excuse because “my church” does it; they don’t necessarily have to be the ones that get 
their hands dirty.  Some of the other obstacles are financial and resources both in dollars and people.  
But we have cast the net wider to other Methodist churches and sister congregations that share the 
same passion and although response is slow, it is steady and strong.  We have over 15 volunteers that 
come a week from St. Mark’s United Methodist and also receive financial support from one of their 
Sunday school classes and also their church missions and outreach budget.   

The people that we serve at Grace Place are as varied as any place you can imagine.  They are 
predominantly male, predominantly African-American but they have many backgrounds, varied 
education and job skill levels.  Most can read but some cannot.  The sad truth is the large percentage of 
the population that suffer from chemical dependency or mental health issues which both come hand in 
hand.  Through the years Galloway had tried to assist individuals through Grace Place with employment.  
Over the years we have had a staff personnel on duty at all times but also someone either on the 
custodial staff or the Grace Place staff that has come up through the ranks as a volunteer through the 
Grace Place ministry.  Michael Brown, Edward Blanchard, Jessie Court, Patrick Payton, Carl Croom have 
all been individuals employed by Galloway that have come through Grace Place.  In many if not all cases 
it’s  been a one step forward, two steps backward experience for most of these individuals but we know 
that our efforts were not gone in vain and that they’re time with us served a purpose in shaping who 
these individuals will become.   

At one point there were funds in the budget called Transformation Trail funds.  This was money set 
aside specifically for a program that would allow on-the-job training for individuals such as those that 
assisted with Grace Place.  The purpose in this program was to provide the framework to help these 
individuals from poverty and living on the street to having a job, having an apartment, learning basic Life 
101 skills and progressing to that next step of independence.  In concept it’s a great program but in 
reality it takes a huge number of hands-on individuals to make it happen.  We have the framework and 
the bones in place but not the meat on the bones to make this the successful ministry it should be.  

I’m in my 5th year as Missions and Outreach Director with Galloway and working very closely in the 
Grace Place ministry.  My assessment of Grace Place when I accepted the position was one of which I 
saw great hope, potential and opportunity.  Not only were we here with a ripe mission field for harvest, 
we were able to offer radical love and hospitality to people who truly wanted and needed the attention. 
I saw it as an opportunity of very high calling and one that I could not possibly pass up.  The ministry has 
grown greatly in the time that I have been here.  What began as just a place of rest for those who call 
the streets of Jackson home has become so much more.  It’s become a place of worship, a place of love, 
a place of knowing you are wanted.  Yes, we provide a meal and yes we provide clothing and other 
opportunities but it has become a safe haven for many individuals.  In many ways, I feel like Galloway’s 
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vision for the ministry has limited what it could be.  That it can only be as big as the volunteer base 
allows it to be.  But with more people hands on there’s opportunities to provide friendship and 
relationship and that provides the support that these individuals need.  I refer to my Grace Place pie 
chart which is the 5 slices of pie: of occupation, transportation, housing, education and health.  And 
when you or I have one of those pieces of pie that goes missing, we’re able to call someone for help.  
But these individuals lose one piece of pie and the other four pieces slide right off the plate and that’s 
because they are missing the key ingredient which was what I call the crust of the pie and that’s support.  
And I think as the ministry has grown that’s probably where it has grown most and that more individuals 
have become involved and more individuals are able to provide support for those in time of need.  And 
I’m not talking about financial support.  I’m talking about a mentor that walks the walk, talks the talk 
and is there to listen in time of need, give sound and wise advice as what to do if your car doesn’t start 
or what to do if you’re sick and you can’t go to work.  There’s a certain set of basic skills that I call Life 
101 that seems to be either missing or forgotten by many of these individuals. 

The state of Grace Place as it now exists is one of great promise.  We have moved from the downstairs 
basement room in a building to our own independent, freestanding space that not only is a wall of 
windows providing daylight and life-giving space but it opens up to the grounds of our state capitol with 
an ironic twist of Location, Location, Location! To have our legislators and lawmakers pass the line of 
individuals waiting to come in each morning as they go about their busy day.  The space not only 
provides a free-standing space for the ministry but it also has potential for growth as the second floor of 
this building is wide open to be used for other ministries, for local community agencies that partner with 
us and serve as the hub for meeting the needs of these individuals at Grace Place.   

Perhaps it might be helpful to hear what takes place at Grace Place.   On any given day with the 
exception of Tuesday because that is taken by St. Andrews Episcopal Church, we serve a hot meal.  In 
the past, we have estimated that over 20,000 meals are served in one given year.  Some define our 
ministry by the weekly meals shared and the numbers but our primary goal is not the meal at all but the 
opportunity of these meals that they provide time to gather to form authentic relationships with 
individuals who come to receive from this ministry.  I’ve learned over my time with Grace Place that it is 
as much a ministry for the volunteers as it is a ministry to the Grace Place guests.  The meals we serve as 
well as our weekly worship service are the means through which basic physical, emotional, spiritual and 
personal needs of the members of our Grace Place community are identified and hopefully met.   In the 
midst of everyday conversations, volunteers have the opportunity to model their Christian lifestyle by 
offering encouragement, accountability and a caring community to those who are often denied even an 
entrance into where they want to go much less have a sense of self worth or value.   Changes occur as 
individuals come into Grace Place.  They are not just stories.  They truly represent lives that are changed.  
Each individual is the narrative of God’s work and the real life journey of people with very complex 
physical, mental and social challenges.  The smallest steps of progress are significant.  

Some often ask, what is your success rate? Depends of how you define success.  I like saying that I know 
with 100% guarantee every person that leaves the doors of Grace Place knows they are loved and cared 
for and that there is a God that created them with a glimpse of the Divine in each and every one of 
them.  I’ve had an individual come in and say “Miss Leslie, it’s rough out there on the streets.  We have 
to form our own community just to survive and there are times when would nearly kill each other out 
there on the street. But we come in here, we have a meal and everything changes.  We may have to sit 
and share a table with someone that we just fought with the night before over a blanket or a backpack 
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but we come in here and it’s different in here and we leave different people than we came in.”  That to 
me is a fine definition of success. 

Our Grace Place mission statement was formulated in March of 2014 as we began to move into our new 
space, The Foundry at Galloway.  I think our mission statement best sums up the vision and purpose of 
Grace Place: “Through the power of the Holy Spirit, Grace Place recognizes the dignity of all persons by 
seeking authentic, grace-filled relationships that transcends traditional social boundaries. We reconnect 
with persons who are often ignored.  Centered in God’s love, we seek spiritual and mental healing.  We 
love each other in the midst of difficult life challenges and the hope of Christ-centered transformation. 

In January of 2015, Galloway was fortunate enough to have Reverend Eddie Spencer join our staff as 
Pastor of Church and Society.  Eddie has a diverse background and brings much to the table at Grace 
Place both in the kitchen as leader of the food ministry of Grace Place but also as minister and a spiritual 
mentor.   I think with Eddie’s presence and the support of the Galloway congregation, great things will 
happen through Galloway’s Grace Place ministry.   

   


