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Jacqui Rosier leading the children's choir at
Lee Heights Community Church in Cleveland,
Ohio. Photographer: John Bender
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Network News
Vital signs of a vibrant congregation - Friday, March 05, 2004

CLEVELAND (Mennonite Mission Network) – Four-part harmony
takes on a whole new meaning at Lee Heights Community
Church, a congregation started here nearly 50 years ago by a
Mennonite pastor with a vision for a racially integrated urban
church.  (Although the name is nondenominational, the church is
a member of the Ohio Conference of Mennonite Church USA).

It’s not just that the exuberant songs, joyously belted out by the
church’s outstanding gospel choir, have a way of reaching all the
way down into your soul, touching places where your emotions
are at their most pure and true.

That’s surely a significant part of it.

But even more important is the way people at Lee Heights throw
themselves wholeheartedly into their music with energy, passion
and honesty.  And the way they interact with one another during
the music-making – calling out words of encouragement and

applauding each other’s considerable gifts -- seems the perfect metaphor for the way they do everything else.

At a recent music festival held at the church, for instance, a young visitor hesitantly comes forward with an
offering in song.  She is nervous, unsure how she’ll be received.

“Take your time now,” soothes a voice from one side of the room.

“The Lord will lead you, sweetheart,” calls another from the other side.

And when the girl finds her nerve and begins to sing, she’s good.  Not just you’d-ask-her-to-sing-at-your-
wedding good.  This is a voice you’d travel a good distance just to hear.

With encouragement like this, how could anyone possibly fail?  So if a stranger can come into their midst and
find this kind of support, it should come as no surprise that those who have made this their church home
have achieved remarkable success in a number of areas.

“Our [annual] music festival exemplifies the church,” said Robin Miller, pastor of Lee Heights and the son of
its first pastor, Vern Miller.  The elder Miller remains active as pastor emeritus of the congregation.

Despite (or possibly because of) the daunting circumstances in which it exists, Lee Heights Community
Church shows numerous signs of vigorous congregational health. 

The congregation has established 10 highly successful ministries that directly affect life in the
community and works with the city through the Ministerial Alliance Hunger Center and a retirement
center.
The Cleveland Christian Peacemaker Team recently called upon the Lee Heights peace and justice
ministry to assist communities in reducing drug and gang violence and to pray publicly for the families
of victims of urban violence.
On a recent Sunday morning, the congregation’s children were highly visible and involved in worship,
singing several choir selections and offering profiles of historical characters in honor of Black History
Month.
The church now has five members currently enrolled in seminary.  They already hold positions of
leadership within the congregation.
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One of the congregation’s more astonishing recent achievements was the reclamation of the surrounding
neighborhood from a sudden influx of drug dealers about five years ago. 

“There were drug dealers busing into our neighborhood from other parts of the city to sell drugs on our
doorstep,” Miller said.  “People were afraid to leave their houses.”

The men of Lee Heights began volunteering to spend time each evening at the church as a protective
presence while parents picked up their children from the church day-care center.  Eventually, the neighbors
(not necessarily churchgoers at Lee Heights) began to volunteer their time also.

“One of the things we kept hearing from the drug dealers was that they didn’t have any other way to make a
living,” Miller said.  “They would tell us, ‘I’ll stop doing this as soon as I make enough money to do something
else.’”

Lee Heights responded by establishing partnerships with local businesses to provide jobs for people who
complete a training program.  At this writing, some 45 people – many of them convicted felons – have
successfully completed the program.  Today the peaceful neighborhood, with its quiet streets and modest,
well-kept homes, gives no sign of its recent turmoil.  

How can a church with such comparatively limited resources and facing such intense pressures accomplish
so much? 

“It’s because of Jesus Christ,” Miller said simply  “And we need to tell people that.  Because if we don’t tell
them, they won’t know.”

Ann Graham Price
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