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THE DREAM

Mercy Community Church would like to buy half of the 910 Ponce de Leon property 
and be the anchoring church in a new, collaborative house of hospitality and an incu-
bator for creative community engagement – Penny Hill. 

With over fourteen-thousand square feet of space, Penny Hill could be a beacon of resilience and creativity 
in the very center of Atlanta.  We hope to partner with various organizations that are doing the incred-
ible work of love and mercy, that we may become a true center within the city that nurtures com-
munity in new, relevant, and life-giving ways.  In addition to providing opportunity for Mercy to expand 
and deepen all our own programs, we could offer alternative student housing, administer space-sharing 
opportunities for partnership organizations, and collaborate with theological partners to offer classes in 
an urban setting. 

Penny Hill would allow Mercy to continue offering services that have long been made available to 
our neighbors who are experiencing homelessness: access to public restrooms, drinking water, and 
showers; a foot clinic; medical clinic; short-term shelter; mailing address; clothing closet; haircuts; and 
shared meals.  We would also be able to continue to offer programmatic elements that have appeal 
across socio-economic boundaries: art, music, Spanish, and yoga classes; communal bible study; prayer; 
weekly worship with communion; pastoral care; conflict transformation; destination service learning trips; 
volunteer opportunities; and seasonal devotional publication.
  
Our ministry has been growing, and we are ready to engage in new and innovative ways of being 
church and growing community in the Poncey-Highlands.  For the past eleven years, we have enjoyed 
being a resource to pastors and churches who have faced the challenges of becoming more diverse wor-
shiping communities in terms of race, cultural background, developmental abilities, mental illness, and 
limited resources.  We are ready to broaden the scope of our impact.  Churches and denominations across 
our country are currently wrestling with the changing face of spirituality.  Denominations struggle with the 
closing of church buildings and the development of ‘worshiping communities’ in lieu of traditional church 
models.  We would like to grow this new model for being an urban church with the hopes that we can share 
our joys and challenges with our sisters and brothers. 

We have been in conversation with the following organizations who are excited about the possibil-
ity of working at Penny Hill with us:

•   Concrete Jungle 
organizes volunteers for urban foraging and farming to donate food to those in need

•   Centering Youth 
teaches mindfulness, meditation, and yoga to pregnant inmates, exploited women, youth in 
detention centers, refugee children, and people experiencing homelessness

•   DOOR Atlanta/PC(USA) Young Adult Volunteer
coordinates long and short term volunteer experiences in Atlanta

•   Columbia Theological Seminary 
•   Johnson C Smith Seminary
•   Candler School of Theology 
•   Various artists and musicians who are interested in studio space
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WHY PENNY HILL

Anchored by Mercy Community Church, this house would be so much bigger than just our church and de-
serves a name that reflects that reality.  We honor the historical importance of the Presbyterian Church in 
the legacy of this house and greatly value the continued partnership we enjoy with the Presbyterian Church 
at large.  In holding significance bigger than just Mercy, we 
hope that Penny Hill will serve as a name that will welcome 
people of all different backgrounds, races, genders, artistic 
abilities, musical inclinations, economic ease, physical abili-
ties, faith traditions, faith affiliations, and education levels to 
create real, authentic community.

For years, former Executive Presbyter of the Greater Atlanta 
Presbytery, Penny Hill, was a supporter of our church.  She 
also worked tirelessly to bring reconciliation across politi-
cal lines, start conversations for racial reconciliation (before 
there were rallies in the streets), plant an intentional com-
munity in which young people could explore their faith, and 
follow the call to ‘do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk 
humbly with your God.’  Her heart long called her to pursue 
ways of nurturing compassionate and inclusive community 
within the church at large, and within individual churches.  
Penny was one of the first people we invited to help us pray and dream about what was to come on Ponce.  
She saw the vision we were sketching even more clearly than we were able to articulate it in those stages.  
Her energy gave us the confidence to try and find some legs for our dream.  Before her passing, Penny gave 
us her blessing to use her name for the house and community we hope to build in the middle of her own 
neighborhood.

Beyond of the context of the name of our dear friend, we love the simplicity and smallness of the penny 
itself.  How befitting that a simple community like ours might exist in a space whose name reflects our 
humble beginnings.  In a sense, that small coin of little vaule is like a modern-day mustard seed, full of pos-
sibility.  Furthermore, anyone who has ever served lunch with us knows that Ponce de Leon Avenue is a long 
street with a gentle incline reaching from Midtown up to Decatur – a large hill.  Folks from all over Atlanta 
will joyfully gather at that simple, love-filled house, ‘Penny Hill.’
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WHY HERE, WHY THE PONCEY-HIGHLANDS, WHY 910

910 Ponce de Leon has been a beacon of justice to marginalized people for thirty-five years.  There are well 
trodden paths from alleyways and byways from every direction in our fair city that lead to that house of 
hospitality.  In a city that is growing and gentrifying, we need not lose that foothold that welcomes those 
who are most vulnerable.  Even as many get pushed to the suburbs and southwest sides of our society, Jesus 
reminds us that, ‘the poor you will always have.’  It is exactly because of the outward push of people who 
have lived in the neighborhood for upwards of thirty years that we must maintain a  physical presence of 
sanctuary for those with no place to go.  Regardless of whether or not we engage the poor or turn a blind 
eye, they do and will continue to live in our neighborhood.  The Poncey-Highlands, with its history, alley-
ways, and parks will always be a haven for those on the margins.  As church, we consider it an imperative 
mandate of Jesus to be with the widows and orphans—those without resources of their own.

In addition to the outreach we do—hosting close to one hundred groups from churches, schools, and semi-
naries over the past five years, we easily have relationship with two hundred fifty folks who are currently 
experiencing homelessness as well as others who have housing.  On average, we welcome forty to sixty 
individuals on any of the five days we gather together each week. 

While the economic demographics have changed a great deal since our community was formed—boarding 
houses and extended stay hotels that used to provide affordable housing options have since closed down, 
forcing many to move to other parts of town—the fact remains that there is a steady number of sisters and 
brothers who have lived in this neighborhood without housing for anywhere from three to thirty years.  
We have successfully helped some members of our community find permanent housing, none of which is 
located in the Poncey-Highlands.  However, due to the longevity of their residence in this neighborhood, 
many are hesitant to consider housing opportunities in parts of town where they have no social support 
network.  Affordable housing is hard to find, therefore many members of our community still live on the 
streets.  Our members living in this neighborhood find themselves more isolated and in greater danger than 
ever before.  While there is much ministry to be done in neighborhoods where many of our neighbors of 
yesteryear have been forced to relocate, we made a commitment to this neighborhood eleven years ago and 
continue to serve those around us who are most immobile and most vulnerable.  

Furthermore, in addition to the familiarity of the location, 910 Ponce de Leon is already zoned appropriate-
ly for Penny Hill (RG-3) and our expanded ministry opportunities.  The property is uniquely equipped with 
private apartments (student living and education possibilities), a commercial kitchen (helpful for Mercy 
and Concrete Jungle as they share food), and a communal shower room (no other building within a few 
miles of the property offers this important resource to those in need).
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WHO WE ARE

Mercy began with nothing but a big dream.  In 2001, Chad was a busy associate pastor wearing a lot of 
organizational hats at a sprawling mega-church in suburban Atlanta.  Then he went to work with the Mis-
sionaries of the Poor in the slums of Kingston, Jamaica.  There he remembered why he believed God had 
called him into ministry in the first place.  It wasn’t to sit behind a desk in a comfortable office.  It was to roll 
up his sleeves and work with the wounded and most vulnerable, what Mother Teresa called the ‘poorest of 
the poor.’  He believed that somehow this wasn’t just something he should do; it is at the heart of what we 
are all called to do as faithful churches.

After a process of discernment, Chad and his family were sent off by the mega-church with a blessing—but 
no money and no commitment of ongoing support.  The family sold their home in the suburbs and moved 
into a little apartment next door to the Open Door, where Chad had begun volunteering after his visits in 
2001 to Jamaica.  He was invited to work part-time as administrative assistant to Ed Loring.  The rest of his 
time was devoted to the work and ministry of the Open Door—and continued discernment.

In 2005, Mercy began as a gathering of family and a few friends in the Hyatts’ apartment living room.  
Within a year, the little apartment was filled to overflowing with people coming for worship, including 
folks living in houses and those on the streets.  A bookshelf was cleared to make room for a make-shift food 
pantry.  A tension rod was extended over a back stairwell to create a place for donated clothing.  Leaders at 
Mercy spent their days and nights helping in the work of the Open Door and getting to know folks out on the 
streets, visiting in jails and on Death Row, in courtrooms, and by hospital beds.  Meals were shared on every 
occasion of worship, with a home-cooked breakfast on Sunday mornings and a dinner on Wednesdays.

In 2006, Druid Hills Presbyterian Church took in the fledging congregation, which had grown from just a 
handful at the beginning to forty-plus persons in regular attendance at worship.  Mercy continued to grow 
and expand, from Sunday worship in the Men’s Night Shelter on campus to a daily work space in the base-
ment of Druid Hills.  Five days a week, meals were served and clothing was shared, all within an environ-
ment of worship, prayer, and pastoral care. 

In 2010, Maggie Leonard joined the pastoral work of the community, eventually being ordained in a joint 
worship service as a Minister of Word and Sacrament of the Presbyterian Church, USA, with Mercy serv-
ing as a place of validated ministry for her call.  A graduate of Columbia Theological Seminary, Maggie was 
drawn to Mercy as a community of worship that intentionally stood at the margins and sought to develop 
truly inclusive, bilingual worship.  For her, Mercy seemed like a point of connection to her transformative 
experience as a YAV in Guatemala after college.  Maggie’s provocative preaching and teaching, compassion-
ate pastoral concern, and exceptional organizational talent enlivened the already exciting work of a grow-
ing community.  While the Hyatt family had decided to live off one income (Chad’s wife’s, Camille, at Emory 
University), Maggie juggled an assortment of part-time jobs while giving herself full-time to Mercy and rais-
ing support for her salary from family, friends, and supporting churches each year similar to a missionary. 

The gritty, grass-roots work of Mercy continues into its eleventh year.
 
At its heart, Mercy is a big dream.  It’s not just about what we do—and we do a lot. It’s really about who we 
are, who we seek to be together.  We always tell visitors a simple truth: we are a church—not a homeless 
church, but a church, where everyone is welcome.  The best mission statement for how we see ourselves 
actually comes from the lips of Pope Francis, early on in his pontificate: we are a ‘poor church for the poor.’
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OUR ASSOCIATIONS

We are truly an ecumenical church at our heart.  Chad was educated by Methodists, ordained by Pentecos-
tals, and a lay member of a Catholic religious order.  Maggie is a cradle Presbyterian who has an ecumeni-
cal and interfaith activist background.  Both have been able to find ways to faithfully engage the communi-
ties that formed them while working at Mercy.  

Other ministers who served as Associate Pastors at Mercy now serve congregations in the Disciples of 
Christ and the United Church of Christ.  Mercy interns have come from a variety of backgrounds: Anglican, 
Baptist, Episcopalian, Methodist, Presbyterian, and Pentecostal.

We have hosted groups from Presbyterian, Methodist, Lutheran, and Baptist theological institutions—
both historically white and historically black—as a place to learn about ministry on the margins.

Over the course of the past 5 years, we have welcomed close to 100 youth groups from Presbyterian, 
Mennonite, Methodist, Disciples of Christ, Episcopalian, United Church of Christ, Baptist, and Lutheran 
churches.  Many return year after year. 

Knowing that we do not pass an offering basket at our own Sunday services, we continue to turn to our 
friends across denominations to help support the life-giving, Spirit-inspired work we do on the streets.  
We firmly believe that when working together, we are healthier people.

We regularly receive groups, and financial and in-kind donations, from the following institutions: 
Cameron Presbyterian Church, Centering Youth, Columbia Theological Seminary, Concrete Jungle, Con-
tribute2America, Decatur Presbyterian Church, Decatur Area Youth Groups, DOOR Atlanta, Druid Hills 
Presbyterian Church, Emory Presbyterian Church, Emory University IT Department, HOPE Atlanta, How-
ard School, Intown Collaborative Ministry, Mary Lin Elementary School, Memorial Drive Presbyterian 
Church, Missionaries of Charity, Morningside Presbyterian Church, North Decatur Presbyterian Church, 
Northminster Presbyterian Church, Oak Grove United Methodist Church, Oglethorpe Presbyterian Church, 
Paideia School, Perimeter Church, Philips Tower, Roswell Presbyterian, St. Andrews-Covenant Presbyte-
rian Church, St. John’s Lutheran Church, St. Luke’s Presbyterian Church, Simpsonwood United Methodist 
Church, Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Atlanta, Victory World Outreach… and more!
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HOW TO GET THERE FROM HERE: 
A Community-Based Capital Campaign

1.   Seek the experienced and professional help we need: engage the services of a capital consultant.

2.   Form a Campaign Needs Team, drawn from members of the Mercy Board and from the wider 
community who have the passion, expertise, and contacts to help do the day to day, week to week, 
month to month intensive labor of guiding us and our partners through a successful capital campaign.

3. Build upon a seed gift from St John’s Lutheran Church (to date, approximately $75,000.00) 
and the pledge of future financial gifts from the Southeastern Synod of the ELCA

4. Mobilize a broad base of support, including our current donors, partners, and allies, as well as 
reach out more broadly within the networks from which most of our support comes, including local 
Presbyterian, Lutheran, Catholic, and Methodist congregations.

5. Expand our appeal through creative use of social media and online fundraising forums, 
including fundraising videos. A professional videographer and documentary film-maker has already 
signed on, gratis.  We will make use of online neighborhood news resources, like Patch.

6. Take advantage in the interest of traditional media, such as local news in both television and 
public radio, the AJC, Creative Loafing.  Our resources include contacts in various news outlets that 
have covered or visited Mercy in past years.

7. Capitalize on the power of grassroots and small donations, through creative and direct ap-
peals, including

•   Pennies for Penny collection in supporting congregations, youth groups, and businesses
•   Benefit Concerts and sale of original music
•   Art Shows with hand-made art from our community
•   House Parties hosted by supporters and friends of Mercy
•   Community Fundraisers led by sisters and brothers on the streets

8. Apply for capital campaign grants from various foundations and trusts.

9.   Appeal  to the leadership of the Open Door Community to work with our campaign, since ac-
complishing our capital goals also serve their long-term ends.
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 MERCY COMMUNITY CHURCH STAFF AND BOARD

Chad Hyatt
Chad is co-pastor and founder of Mercy Community Church.  Originally from North 
Carolina, in the fall of 1986, he made the move to Atlanta to attend Emory University.  
Following graduation, Chad enrolled in Candler School of Theology, graduating with a 
Masters of Divinity in 1993.  That same year, Chad was ordained and began to serve as 
an associate pastor at the Cathedral of the Holy Spirit in Atlanta.  Chad is also an As-
sociate of the Missionaries of the Poor, a Catholic religious order that embodies a daily 
commitment to the spirituality of Matthew 25. 
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Maggie Leonard
Bringing together her interests in community outreach and pastoral care, in 2010 
Maggie was ordained by PC(USA) to work at Mercy Community Church.  She serves as 
co-pastor.   She attended undergrad at UNC-Chapel Hill. Following graduation, Maggie 
volunteered in Guatemala as a PC(USA) Young Adult Volunteer.  When she returned, 
Maggie attended Columbia Theological Seminary in Decatur, Georgia.  In addition to her 
work at Mercy, Maggie works for Centering Youth, teaching yoga classes to marginal-
ized populations.  She also spent years volunteering and working for the Presbyterian 
Peace Fellowship as a National Committee Member, Co-Moderator, and Community Or-

ganizer for Gun Violence Prevention.

Sherri Bozardt
Sherri has a B.S. in Business Administration and Management from the University of 
South Carolina. She brings more than twenty years of sales and marketing experiences 
to Mercy along with a passion for ministry.  Originally from Orangeburg, SC, Sherri has 
lived in Roswell, Georgia, since 1997. She is a member of Northminster Presbyterian 
Church where she serves as an ordained elder and Chair of the Mission Outreach and 
Evangelism committee.  

Justin Chambers
Justin is a Grand Rapids, Michigan, native who graduated from Western Michigan Uni-
versity with a degree in Criminal Justice and a minor in Social Work.  While at WMU 
he participated in an alternative spring break trip to Atlanta, which served as his in-
troduction to Discovering Opportunities for Outreach and Reflection (DOOR), and the 
beginning of his career in service work. Chambers spent two years in Atlanta serving 
as a PC(USA) Young Adult Volunteer at Mercy Community Church, sharing in ministry 
with those who are on the streets and those who are in jail.  Justin now serves as the 
Recruitment Associate for the DOOR Network, speaking with prospective volunteers 

about what it means to serve the church for a year. He now travels the country inviting people to engage in 
the same community-oriented service learning opportunities that have forever changed his life.



Aaron Cooper
Aaron was born, raised, and educated in Atlanta, Georgia. Since attending Georgia In-
stitute of Technology, he has spent his career working in the financial services indus-
try.  He is now a branch manager for a mortgage company.  As a lover of Jesus and avid 
church-goer, Aaron seeks to serve others as an act of faith both in his personal and 
professional lives. 
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Steve DeBaun
Steve is the president of Mercy’s board and has been influential in its growth since day 
one.  Steve graduated magna cum lauda in psychology from St. Bonaventure University 
in 1974 and attended University of Buffalo School of Law where he earned his Juris 
Doctor in 1977. He began his practice with the Atlanta Legal Aid Society where he spe-
cialized in concerns with senior citizens and those with mental and emotional impair-
ments. He also engaged in an Administrative Law practice (social security, Medicare, 
Medicaid and other public benefit programs) as well as in active trial and appellate 
practice.  Steve is also an Associate for the Missionaries of the Poor.

Leslie Harmon
Leslie commands a diversity of roles in the IT arena. She has over twenty years expe-
rience combined as an instructional designer, technical writer and business process 
analyst.  She is also a Naturopathic Doctor (N.D.), a holistic practitioner, certified reflex-
ologist and vegan raw food chef.  She has taught literacy to young adults, served as a pen 
pal to inmates in the federal prison system, facilitated anger and stress management 
classes to transitioning federal inmates, served 4 year olds in children’s church, facili-
tated support groups for youth, and organized volunteers to help share food at Mercy. 

Lisa Dickerman Jackson
Lisa is a public health professional who has worked extensively in Africa on several 
public health issues. She currently works as a trainer at the School of Public Health at 
Georgia State University for a program that prevents child abuse and neglect. She has 
volunteered with the homeless populations in Portland, Oregon, Montana, and Atlanta. 
Specifically she volunteers at the freeze shelter and participates in bible studies with 
the folks from Mercy Church.  She has also volunteered at the Intown Collaborative 
Ministry food pantry.  

Martin Jessiman
Martin  is an investigator for the US Department of Labor.  He has been practicing law 
since 2005.  In addition to his juris doctorate, Martin holds a Masters of Divinity from 
Yale University.  He is on the Church Council of St. John’s Lutheran Church and coordi-
nates volunteers for the joint Emergency Freeze Shelter that SJLC and Mercy operate 
together every winter.



Alan Mackie
Originally from Scotland, by way of London, Alan moved to Atlanta when he married his 
wife, Melanie, who was raised in Stone Mountain.  Alan is a director of Get the Data, a 
research and evaluation company based in London and Atlanta, which supports policy 
and practice developments in criminal and social justice.  Alan is the Clerk of Session at 
Memorial Drive Presbyterian Church and attends Thursday morning prayers with Mer-
cy when he can.  With members of Memorial Drive Presbyterian Church and North De-
catur Presbyterian Church, he is a regular at the Mercy Laundry Ministry, which washes 
and dries the clothes of our homeless brothers and sisters, as well as taking time to 

follow the lectio divina.  
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Craig McDonald
Rev. Craig McDonald has worked at First Christian Church in Rome, Georgia, since June 
of 2013.  Prior to moving to Rome, Craig served as a Young Adult Pastor at Arch Street 
UMC in Philadelphia, PA, as Associate Pastor at Mercy Community Church in Atlanta, 
and as a Youth Pastor at Sandy Springs Christian Church.  He earned his MDiv from 
Columbia Theological Seminary in Atlanta, and earned his Bachelor’s degree from Co-
lumbus State University.   

Mercy Community Church | Iglesia Comunidad Misericordia | PO Box 8676, Atlanta, GA 30116 
www.mercyatl.org | @mercyatl



Bottom line, I 
keep coming back 
because over the 
years, Mercy has 
become a lot like 
my family.  People 
here know me and 
have helped me. 
It is a good thing 
for me to nourish 
these long-term 
relationships.

- Herman

I stand stronger with 
you guys.  I trust you.  I 
know that you help me 
stay on the right path.

- Bishop

I feel differently at Mercy 
than other places - I feel 
community, I feel Jesus is 
here, I feel joy, I feel peace.  
I imagine the simplicty of 
Jesus preaching to people 
on the hillside, the margins.

- Dixie
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