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first person

Reverend Don Steinle

Breaking Barriers
Building Communities

&
From his youth, Don Steinle felt a calling to ministry, but his passion 
for urban ministry in particular took him by surprise. Having grown 
up in rural Kansas, he hadn’t even visited a city until he attended 
Northwestern University in Chicago. It was love at first sight. After 
four years in Chicago, he attended Yale Divinity School, eventually 
serving on the faculty. An ordained minister in the United Church 
of Christ, Rev. Steinle has served in the cities of New Haven, Passaic 
(New Jersey), and Hartford. For 27 years, he has been the executive 
director of Hartford’s Christian Activities Council, a faith-based, non-
sectarian organization with a major focus on affordable housing and 
empowering the poor.

Christian Activities Council, Hartford
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Building Communities

What made you choose ministry?
My family can’t figure it out. They were 
mostly lawyers and judges. But I attended 
many church youth camps. Some ministers 
became role models. I particularly liked the 
emphasis on compassion and justice. While 
on the faculty at Yale Divinity School, I 
helped launch a community-based program 
in “practical theology.” We placed divinity 
students in the public health department, 
a taxi company, the mayor’s office, places 
where future ministers could experience the 
obstacles the poor often face. 

Have you always sought 
out urban churches?
Yes. After New Haven, I went to Passa-
ic to serve as pastor at First Congregation 
Church, UCC. At the time, President Cart-
er had an initiative called “public service 
employment.” It gave people who were out 
of work—often professionals—an opportu-
nity to be employed in community service. 
With the full support of the congregation, 
we formed Neighborhood Resources Pas-
saic, with at one point 22 public service 
employees. We started a food co-op, a food-
delivery program, a home-repair program, a 
legal aid clinic, and more. There were law-
yers, doctors, laborers on the staff. It was a 
wonderful 10 years.

What brought you to Hartford?
In Passaic, we got very involved with a pro-
gram called Neighborhood Self-Help Devel-
opment, but the Department of Housing 
and Urban Development was our only fund-
ing source. After the 1980 presidential elec-
tion, funding was frozen. Then I got called 
to the Christian Activities Council and con-
tinued my urban ministry in Hartford. 

CAC has a long history. It was found-
ed in 1851 as the Hartford City Missionary 
Society, with an outreach to poor immi-
grants, an outreach that continues today. 
Affordable housing had been a longstanding 
priority, and I wanted to continue that tra-
dition. When I arrived, there was a half-time 
secretary and a budget of about $150,000. 
Today we have a staff of 12, a budget of $1 
million, 36 sponsoring churches (up from 
15), and diverse funding sources.

When did you start  
partnering with city government? 
After I had been here about 10 years, a great 
local visionary, Hartford Housing Authori-

ty’s John Wardlaw, issued a 
challenge to area churches 
to help him begin moving 
people from public hous-
ing to homeownership. 
He and I first collabo-
rated in the early 1990s 
when the condominium 
market collapsed. There 
was a state program to 
purchase troubled com-
plexes for resale to lower-
income families, and we 
traveled the region look-
ing for opportunities. We 
discovered a small, par-
tially built condo com-
plex in West Hartford’s 
Elmwood section and 
received state funding to 
purchase 11 units.  

Eleven families from 
public housing were 
selected to buy the units. 
They attended intensive 
homeownership training, put in extensive 
“sweat equity,” and finally purchased their 
homes, each priced affordably depending 
on family needs and resources. 

Our next project was a scattered-site 
ground-lease program. The idea was for 
CAC to purchase the land under an exist-
ing house for $15,000 to $30,000. Fami-
lies earning 80 percent of median income 
would purchase the houses and rent the 
ground from us. It worked fabulously. We 
have since helped 250 families and have 
received more than $3 million in additional 
state money to run the program. 

Our focus is on the so-called “invisible 
poor,” the working poor—people who don’t 
have many opportunities for affordable 

homeownership. A typical buyer might hold 
a college administrative position, work as a 
correction officer or for a property manage-
ment company, or deliver flowers. All fam-
ilies receive homeownership training, and 
we work with them every step of the way to 
ensure their success. Upwardly mobile low-
er-income families have a stake in the out-
come and can strengthen a neighborhood.

Do you ever encounter 
local opposition?
In the mid-1990s, we ventured into an afflu-
ent suburban community, where the metro-
politan district water company was willing 
to sell us a 34-acre parcel. We proposed to 
develop 28 starter homes. Some town resi-
dents fought so fiercely that the hearings 
took 30 hours. Our church groups attend-
ed in numbers equal to the opposition, but 
they weren’t as ferocious. One opponent 
called our plan nothing but “an attempt to 
transport the social pathologies of Hartford 
into [our town].” 

We lost a close vote. Connecticut has 
an affordable housing appeals procedure in 
which the burden of proof is on the town to 
prove that the project would have a signif-
icant negative impact. We appealed, even-
tually ending up the State Supreme Court. 
Unfortunately, we lost. Later, when a blue-
ribbon commission assessed Connecticut’s 

Our focus is on the  
so-called “invisible 
poor,” the working 
poor — people who 

don’t have many  
opportunities for  

affordable  
homeownership.

Rev.  Don Steinle, right, with Federal Reserve Bank of Boston President Eric 
Rosengren in Hartford,  February 13, 2009.  Photograph:  Andrea Pereira
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affordable housing appeals process, it rec-
ommended that the legislature make modest 
clarifying changes in the law. Those changes 
affirmed our argument, but it was too late.

Is Hartford more  
welcoming than that suburb?
It depends. The neighborhood around our 
headquarters, Upper Albany, was the only 
one that welcomed our HIV/AIDS resi-
dence. But with a HUD grant for a pilot 
program, we purchased two vacant brick 
buildings, rehabilitated them, bought a 
vacant lot in between, and built a matching 
building. We now have 18 two-bedroom 
apartments for families with an HIV mem-
ber who can live independently. 

Our board realized that with most of 
our assets in Upper Albany, we should make 
the area our focus. They voted to lend up 
to $1.5 million of the endowment for what 
we call the Upper Albany Revitalization Ini-
tiative—a combination of housing redevel-
opment and neighborhood organizing. We 
started with Deerfield Avenue because there 
was already some homeownership strength 
despite signs of decline and deferred main-
tenance. We bought four abandoned 
two-family houses and three vacant lots, 
amassing funding from diverse sources. We 
rehabbed the four existing properties and 
on the vacant lots built two-family houses 
designed to reflect the prevailing architec-
ture. A resident organization was formed, 
and we even replaced a vandalized deer  

statue at the corner of the block.
Since then, we have worked on three 

additional blocks, producing nine two-fam-
ily houses. And we’ve begun a six-unit con-
do project. When that is completed, we will 
have invested over $7 million and produced 
22 homeowner units and 16 rental units. 
Additionally, we have hired a full-time com-
munity organizer to work with residents on 
issues such as public safety and streetscape 
improvements.

Funding for all these efforts has been 
provided by the Local Initiative Support 
Corporation, Connecticut Housing Invest-
ment Fund, Connecticut Housing Finance 
Authority, the State of Connecticut and the 
City of Hartford, with corporations such 
as Northeast Utilities assisting through the 
purchase of various tax credits. 

Does Christian Activities  
Council run other programs?
Yes. Our overarching theme is to serve and 
empower the poor and seek social justice in 
the Hartford area. Under that umbrella are 
youth education, mission education, neigh-
borhood revitalization, universal health 
care, and affordable housing. 

We are almost a one-stop shop for 
homeownership, with a down-payment 
assistance program, our own property 
development, and a HUD-certified hous-
ing counseling program that does financial 
literacy training and foreclosure prevention. 
When Hartford receives its neighborhood 

stabilization money (about $2.8 million), 
we hope to get resources to purchase fore-
closed properties, do modest repair work, 
and resell. 

How has the current 
economy affected your work?
It’s hard times. Fear has taken over the 
country, especially lower-income homebuy-
ers. CAC does need to recoup development 
costs, so it’s a worry. But when the work-
ing poor are having difficulty with winter 
heating bills and feeding their children at 
the end of the month, they think, “Maybe 
we shouldn’t take on a mortgage. What if 
we lose our jobs?” And they hear the sto-
ries about how people were taken advan-
tage of by unscrupulous mortgage brokers. 
Although we work with very good banks—
such as First Horizon Mortgage (Bank of 
Tennessee), Bank of America, and TD Ban-
knorth—people are afraid of mortgages. 

Have your properties had 
any foreclosures?
In our scattered site program comprising 
250 families, we have far fewer foreclosures 
than nationally. Our homeowners are well 
prepared, but no one can avoid a crisis like 
an illness, a job loss, or divorce. We are try-
ing to let people know we can assist with 
foreclosure prevention. 

We want to empower people. We have 
a deep-rooted commitment to working 
with the poor. Our activities are backed by 
a religious community, a diverse staff, an 
endowment built up over 155 years, and 
wonderful funding partners. In spite of the 
difficult times, we will find a way.

We have far fewer 
foreclosures than  

nationally. Our  
homeowners are  

well prepared, but no 
one can avoid a crisis 
like an illness, a job 

loss, or divorce. 

Visitors from the Federal Reserve touring the Upper Albany section of Hartford, where Christian Activities 
Council works to improve the housing stock.

This Communities & Banking article is copyrighted 
by the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston. The views 
expressed are not necessarily those of the Bank or 
the Federal Reserve System. Copies of articles may 
be downloaded without cost at www.bos.frb.org/
commdev/c&b/index.htm.
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by John A. Moore
Bangor Savings Bank

Native American Lending in Maine

Four Directions

Artists for Humanity

Community Development Financial Institution 
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Underserved populations in rural Maine 
communities are benefiting economically 
from the vital role played by community 
development financial institutions. CDFIs 
typify Maine’s “can do” spirit—its focus on 
self-determination, creativity, enterprise, 
cooperation, and making the most of local 
resources. One CDFI that serves Maine’s 
Native Americans, Four Directions Devel-
opment Corporation, is a good example 
of how community development financial 
institutions can adapt themselves to unique 
circumstances.

Filling a Need
Maine’s first and only Native American 
CDFI was founded in 2001 in accordance 
with the goal of the Community Devel-
opment Banking and Institutions Act of 
1994 “to increase the capacity of financial 
institutions to provide capital, credit, and 
financial services to underserved markets.”1  
The CDFI Fund, which is part of the U.S. 
Department of the Treasury, provided the 
initial funding. 

Like other Maine CDFIs, Four Direc-
tions increases and leverages the flow of pri-
vate-sector capital and socially responsible 
investments for public purposes; it uses the 
financial tools and management methods 
of for-profit businesses to support nonprof-
its’ community mission and improve their 
effectiveness; and it demonstrates “values 
in action” through community develop-
ment initiatives that are inclusive, rooted 
in social justice principles, and respectful of 
the rights and dignity of individuals.2 

The CDFI’s name derives from Native 
American spirituality, in which the four 
directions and the four winds are drawn 
together in a circle representing the unity 
and wholeness of creation. Four Directions 
serves members of Maine’s four Wabanaki, 
or “People of the Dawn,” communities—
the Houlton Band of Maliseet (near Houl-
ton), the Aroostook Band of Micmac (near 
Presque Isle), the Passamaquoddy tribe 
(along the Canadian border near Eastport), 
and the Penobscot Indian Nation (near 
Bangor). Together, the four tribal commu-

nities have more than 6,000 members, five 
reservations, and sovereignty over 260,000 
acres of Maine trust lands. 

From the beginning, Four Directions 
committed itself to the principles of tribal 
self-determination and cooperation. Among 
the board members were each tribe’s chief 
plus representatives of each tribal housing 
authority. Four Directions was able to lever-
age the shared cultural, environmental, and 
community values, while working to over-
come the barriers associated with the unique 
status of Indian reservation and trust land. 

Among the barriers are limitations 
on using property as collateral: land may 
be held in common by the tribe; leasing 
or owning home sites may be restricted to 
tribal members. Hence mortgage lending 
is often confusing to conventional finan-
cial companies, making them reluctant to 
engage with Native Americans. Their reluc-
tance, in turn, may exacerbate the sense of 
exclusion permeating isolated rural commu-
nities already struggling with poverty and 
unemployment. Institutions run by tribal 
members can be critical.3 

Four Directions started out with 
revolving loan fund programs supported 
by the CDFI Fund and other public-sector 
resources, which enabled the development 
of mortgage products and homeownership 
opportunities on reservations where mort-
gage financing was not previously available. 
Then in 2005, the CDFI launched the Giv-
ing Winds campaign, an outreach to faith-
based and philanthropic organizations.

The campaign helped those organiza-
tions understand why Maine’s Native Amer-
ican community faces unique challenges in 
housing and economic development. It also 
worked on a formal mechanism that could 
assist potential nonprofit benefactors to 
make grants and low-interest loans to sup-
port the revolving loan fund and financial 
literacy programs. By aggregating program-
related investments of local and national 
philanthropic organizations, tribal govern-
ments, and socially responsible individual 
investors, Four Directions made its public 
sector grant funding go farther.

Housing and Beyond
Four Directions’ familiarity with tribal sov-
ereignty and its credibility with tribal board 
members has enabled it to offer financial 
services for individuals and technical sup-
port for tribal governments. By showing 
the leaders how to adopt local resolutions 
and develop administrative agreements with 
federal agencies, the CDFI helped first-time 
homebuyers living on Maine reservations to 
access federally guaranteed affordable mort-
gage products from the U.S. Department 
of Housing and Urban Development, the 
Department of Agriculture, and beyond. 

Four Directions established a single-
purpose subsidiary to assist the Pleasant 
Point Passamaquoddy Reservation com-
munity in building 28 units of new, sub-
sidized rental family housing under the 
Low-Income Housing Tax Credit program. 
The first LIHTC project on a Maine reser-
vation, this initiative tapped the resources of 
the Passamaquoddy tribal government, the 
Bureau of Indian Affairs, Indian Health Ser-
vice, HUD, USDA Rural Development, the 
Federal Home Loan Bank of Boston, and 
the Maine State Housing Authority. 

In a partnership with the Penobscot 
Indian Nation tribal housing authority, 
Four Directions helped develop 12 new 
LEED-certified affordable homeownership 
units on the Indian Island Reservation.4  
The CDFI provided construction financ-
ing and will also offer affordable mortgage 
financing for individual home purchasers 
utilizing its own revolving loan fund pro-
grams as well as the HUD and USDA con-
ventional mortgage programs it has made 
available for the first time.  

In addition to addressing the funda-
mental issues of affordable housing devel-
opment and financing, Four Directions has 
provided technical assistance and small busi-
ness training and lending to those working 
on economic development—both individu-
al tribal members and tribal governments. It 
has convened housing and economic devel-
opment conferences to bring together trib-
al leaders and officials from several levels of 
government. Native American economic 
development professionals from across the 
country have joined these conferences and 
have helped to move forward the twin goals 
of attracting quality employment to Indian 
country and developing successful Native-
owned business.

At the first event, a summit called the 
Wabanaki Business Development Insti-
tute, the conference series set goals. The 

Four Directions gets its name 
from Native American spirituality, in which 
the four directions and the four winds are 

drawn together in a circle representing the 
unity and wholeness of creation. 
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goals included identifying building blocks 
for economic and workforce development, 
utilizing Indian Country’s best practices 
and cultural values to make decisions and 
develop businesses, and encouraging part-
nerships among Maine’s tribal leaders. Part-
nerships were seen as critical to pursuing 
local, national, or global opportunities in 
areas like renewable energy, Native Ameri-
can arts, cultural tourism, sustainable for-
estry, and government contracts. 

Looking Ahead
Four Directions plans to continue partner-
ing with other Maine CDFIs, regional com-
munity development corporations, and 
private-sector banks to attract more capital 
for business investment.

It has entered into “pooled loan fund-
ing” facilities with financial institutions—to 
fund loans to tribal members that are then 
pledged as collateral to the lender. And it 
has signed other agreements with regional 
economic development corporations for 
small business loan underwriting services 
and joint grant applications. More recent-
ly, Four Directions has entered into a coop-
erative origination agreement with Coastal 
Enterprises Inc., a community development 
financial corporation that is authorized by 
the CDFI Fund to access below-market 
capital for business loans utilizing the New 
Markets Tax Credit program.5  

With such initiatives, Four Directions 
hopes to replicate its successes in affordable 
housing, increase employment opportuni-
ties, and build a strong foundation for sus-
tainable economic development. Through it 
all, the CDFI will work on behalf of tribal 
communities to create a more prosperous 
future for Maine’s Native Americans. 

John A. Moore, a senior vice president at 
Bangor Savings Bank, is the primary insti-
tutional liaison for outreach and delivery of 
community development lending, investment, 
and service to nonprofit organizations and 
governmental agencies in Maine. He is also 
a founding board member of Four Directions 
Development Corporation.

Endnotes
 The legislation states that “its long-term vision is an 1 

America in which all people have access to affordable 

credit, capital, and financial services. Access to credit, 

investment capital, and financial services are essential 

ingredients for creating and retaining jobs, developing 

affordable housing, revitalizing neighborhoods, 

unleashing the economic potential of small businesses, 

and empowering people.” See http://www.cdfifund.gov.

Four Directions Development Corporation is a 2 

Native-governed, independent, nonprofit community 

development corporation and community development 

finance corporation. Its mission is to improve the social 

and economic conditions of the tribal members of four 

Maine tribes by investing in affordable housing, tribal 

business ventures, and small and midsize businesses. 

It helps tribal members by increasing homeownership 

and the number of Native-owned businesses, raising 

the level of financial literacy among tribal members, 

and attracting capital to Indian Country. See http://

www.fourdirectionsmaine.org. 

See, for example, http://www.bos.frb.org/commdev/3 

c&b/2008/summer/swan_Native_American_Bank.

pdf.

The LEED green-rating acronym stands for 4 

“Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design.”

The NMTC program is available in designated 5 

distressed communities, including Native American 

reservations.

Four Directions’ familiarity with tribal  
sovereignty and its credibility with tribal board 

members have enabled it to offer financial  
services for individuals and technical support 

for tribal governments.

Artists for Humanity
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