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40 C A N A D I A N  c h u r c h e s  r e s p o n d



R E S P O N D I N G  C H U R C H E S  R e p r e s e n t i n g:40
• Every province and territory

• 35 rural and urban centres

• 25 denominations

• Youth to senior citizens

• Churches from 15 to 3500+ in size

• Multicultural and Aboriginal churches
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BENEVOLENCE WITHOUT BRANDING
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It’s not every church that can tell of owning three large cargo 
containers and two semi-trailers. But then, it’s not every church 
that needs them.

Hillcrest Evangelical Missionary Church in Medicine Hat, Al-
berta does. The trailers and containers are visible evidence of 
a congregation determined to live its declared mission: “Minis-
tering God’s love to a hurting world.”

One of the ways Hillcrest works out that mission is by ad-
dressing some of the most pressing, practical needs in their 
community—needs resulting from financial and family woes. In 
a city with a population of just over 70,000 people, where fully 
one-third of income earners do not earn a living wage, that’s 
a tall order. But they don’t do it alone. The wind beneath this 
church’s wings is the working partnership they’ve developed 
with multiple community organizations.

The Hillcrest website states that the congregation believes in 
community involvement. “Rather than come up with a new ini-
tiative we see the value in partnering with what is already going 
on in our city,” it reads.

Situated directly on the Trans-Canada Highway, one of the 
realities going on in this city is that women from across the 
country—who are fleeing abusive relationships—frequently 
find their way to the safety and relative obscurity of The Medi-

cine Hat Women’s Shelter Society. The Society supports women 
and children who have experienced family violence by provid-
ing them with safe shelter, education and access to community 
resources.

Through their furniture ministry, Hillcrest Church redistrib-
utes literal tonnes of community resources every year. It all be-
gan 12 years ago when a former church staffer started scanning 
classified ads for used washers and dryers, picking them up 
and delivering them to people in need. Hillcrest no longer deals 
in large appliances, but the church collects donations of gently 
used beds, couches, tables and chairs, bedding, dishes, towels 
and small appliances, and then drops them off to clients of sev-
eral community organizations, including the women’s shelter.

It is a massive undertaking, one that requires not only the 
storage and transportation options provided by the aforemen-
tioned cargo containers and semi-trailers, but also a host of 
volunteers committed to picking up, sorting through and drop-
ping off donations. Every week of the year. Hillcrest delivers 
furniture and household goods to some 600 individuals annually, 
helping an average of 140 mostly single-parent, single-income 
families get back on their feet in the wake of often appalling life 
experiences.

“As long as we’ve got a referral,” says Clinton Cairns, outreach 
pastor at Hillcrest, “we’ve done stuff for Alberta Human Servic-
es, the Canadian Mental Health Association, Medicine Hat Com-
munity Housing, Alberta Health Services, an agency in town 
that helps new immigrants, and the women’s shelter.”

Rose O’Donnell is assistant director at the women’s shelter. 
She speaks enthusiastically about the difference the church 
makes in the lives of their clients. When the women first  
arrive, she says, “Sometimes all they have is the clothes on their 
backs. They don’t have furniture. They don’t have anything.” But 
Hillcrest Church, she says, “just keeps coming through for us. 
It’s a great partnership.”

“We had a…lady come in fleeing her adult child who was abus-
ing her,” she remembers. The shelter helped the woman locate 
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Hillcrest Church has been “absolutely fundamental” to the 
program, she says. “Without their commercial kitchen, and 
them paying all the utilities, et cetera to go along with the run-
ning of it, we would not be able to do this.”

Cairns doesn’t worry about the fact that people in the com-
munity may not even realize it is Hillcrest behind the response 
to so many fundamental needs. “We’re wanting to be that link 
with the community,” he explains. “We don’t want to start new 
programs just so we can have our church name on them. 

“My philosophy is people don’t really care at the end of the day 
about the name [behind the good deeds]. I think it speaks a lot 
louder to our community when we can partner with our commu-
nity in what they’re already doing instead of trying to boost our 
own brand. There’s enough branding out there. We don’t need 
to do more of our own.” 

a seniors’ apartment. And then, “We got furniture from Hill-
crest. She now has a job walking dogs. She’s involved with the 
Seniors’ Centre, and all because they were able to get her re-
started. I mean, she was 65 and she had nothing until they were 
able to give it to her.”

The church’s furniture ministry is not their only community 
care initiative. A Benevolent Fund assists people in financial 
need by providing one-time support—ranging from $100 to 
$2,500—to cover everything from emergency rent payments 

to utility bills. And, in partnership 
with the Canadian Mental Health 
Association, the church hosts 
monthly budgeting-for-beginners 
workshops. 

In partnership with the local 
food bank, Hillcrest also runs a 
lunch program for children in the 
community that makes and dis-
tributes 380 school lunches every 
weekday to 22 schools throughout 
the school year. Cairns person-
ally drives a daily route to deliver 
lunches to seven elementary 
schools.

An employee of the Medicine Hat 
Food Bank, Karrey Crooks coordi-
nates the Brown Bag Lunch Pro-
gram. She says the free lunches 
represent “a huge burden lifted” 

from the families that need that kind of assistance. She has the 
thank you cards, letters from parents, school administrators 
and children to prove it. 

“Many families struggle to pay their rent, mortgage, utilities, 
car payments, et cetera,” says Crooks. “Sometimes there’s just 
more month than pay cheque. It puts their mind at ease that 
every day their child is receiving a nutritious lunch, which also 
helps with the growing grocery budget.”

We ’ r e  wa n t i n g 
to  b e  t h at 
l i n k  w i t h  t h e 
c o m m u n i t y .  W e 
d o n ’ t  wa n t 
to  s ta r t  n e w 
p r o g r a m s  j u s t 
s o  w e  ca n  h av e 
o u r  c h u r c h  n a m e 
o n  t h e m . 

HILLCREST EVANGELICAL MISSIONARY CHURCH
3785 13th Avenue SE, Medicine Hat, AB   |   Ph. 403.526.4010
www.hillcrestchurch.net
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SHIFTING STATS

In 1961, more than nine out of 10 (92 percent) Canadian cen-
sus families contained a married couple. Fifty years later, by 
2011, fewer than seven out of 10 did (67 percent). Meanwhile, the 
number of lone-parent families in Canada almost doubled over 
the same 50-year period. Statistics Canada. “Census in Brief: 
Fifty Years of Families in Canada: 1961–2011.” 
www12.statcan.gc.ca

The median net worth of lone-parent families headed by a fe-
male in Canada is just $14,000—the lowest of any family type 
in the country. Vanier Institute of the Family. “Money and the 
Canadian Family.” Transition. (Winter 2002-2003) Vol. 32, No. 4. 
www.vanierinstitute.ca 

Vital Signs Canada reports that the median income in Medicine 
Hat has risen by 10.3 percent since 2008, yet 10 percent of the 
population still lives below the Low Income Measure (LIM). Over 
60 percent of those are women. www.vitalsignscanada.ca

MORE TO EXPLORE


