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Hyde Park UMC has always been a church that cared about its 
community, but it took its efforts to a whole new level following 
the Acts 2 strategic planning initiative in 2004.  After the church 
completed its building projects and improved the campus, it was 
time to discern who God was calling us to be and how we were to 

serve.  One of our three new priorities was “Crossing the River”, 
as we felt led to cross the river and go back downtown to the 
community that birthed us and intentionally serve our city. To do 
that, our church hired its first full-time director of Missions and 
Outreach, Vicki Walker.  
 
Also in 2004, four hurricanes crossed our state, and our disaster 
response ministry was launched. Hundreds of us answered the 
call and went out to serve our neighbors in Arcadia, Port 
Charlotte, and wherever we were needed. Soon serving together 
became a point of entry to our church as people invited friends to 
serve alongside them.  
 
One Sunday Jim Harnish asked our congregation, “What breaks 
your heart that breaks the heart of God?” We each wrote down a 
response, and from those a consensus emerged that our 

congregation wanted to make an impact on people experiencing 

homelessness, children, and education.  
 
Through a partnership with Metropolitan Ministries, we were able 
to launch a premier program we named HOMES - Housing 
Offering Mentoring, Education, and Support. It was for women 
and children who were formerly homeless and had graduated 
from their Uplift U program and were ready to move to 
transitional housing.  Their social workers provided the case 
management and our volunteers provided wrap around services 
supporting the women and their children. It became a model 
program and we provided training locally and around the nation 



 

 

for other churches to adopt families and support them. Over 400 
people served in our HOMES ministry. 
 
During this time Open Arms expanded as well, and we again 
partnered with Metropolitan Ministries who furnished social 
workers who provided the professional services our guests 
needed. This allowed our over 500 church volunteers to focus on 
our strengths - building relationships over a meal.  
 

As relationships were built and we listened to our guests, services 
expanded to meet the needs.  Soon we were offering weekly mail 
service and a Bible study class, monthly clothing, medical support 
such as free dental care twice a year, health screenings and 
vaccines from the Health Department, and monthly health 
screenings with the nursing students at Rasmussen College. 
 
We joined lots of community organizations, including Hillsborough 
County, as we became the largest cold night shelter and the 
downtown deployment site for the HUD Annual Homeless Count, 
the United Way and the Emergency Food and Shelter Program, 
and Inkwood and Tombolo bookstores who provided free books 
for our lending library, and so many others. 
 
While we built a Habitat for Humanity House by ourselves, and 
joined the Tampa UMC’s in a Habitat Build, by far the most 

rewarding Habitat homes were built after 9-11-2001 when our 

faith community came together to share our compassion and 
interfaith cooperation.  We joined our Jewish and Muslim 
neighbors and showed how we could serve together in an 
Interfaith Build.  That is a tradition that continues to this day.  
 
In 2018, Bishop Ken Carter of the Florida Annual Conference 
invited every congregation to adopt a local elementary school.  
Building on the history of our tutoring ministry led by Martha 
Harnish, we consulted with church members who were also 
school board members.  The consensus became nearby Dunbar 
Elementary, a small Title I school with around 300 students, 
where we felt like we could make a big impact.  Located in West 



 

 

Tampa on the corner of Rome and Main Streets, it was only a 
couple of miles from the church, but a world away from South 
Tampa.  
 
Kathy Avant is a retired school teacher who became our Dunbar 
Coordinator and provided excellent leadership. She was a 
confidant of the staff and an encourager of the children, families, 
and volunteers alike and led us to receive two awards in our first 
five years from the Hillsborough County School System for being 

the best volunteer organization.  We also had the best senior 
volunteer in the Hillsborough County School System in 2024.  
 
As part of the Dunbar Partnership, the church enthusiastically 
supported book drives for Dunbar and hundreds of people 
donated thousands of books so that each child could have their 
own books to take home.  
 
Later we linked the Junior League with Dunbar and they now fill 
that need for the students. We also helped Dunbar receive grants 
for a mural project from the Gasparilla Festival of the Arts, and 
grants for their garden from several local Garden Clubs. 
 
Hyde Park doesn’t just care about local missions, but also 
expanded on international partnerships and created opportunities 
for folks to travel around the world to meet and serve together. 

At the invitation of the United Methodist Volunteers in Mission for 

the Southeastern Jurisdiction Coordinator, Hyde Park began going 
to El Ayudante in Nicaragua in 2006. We sent teams annually and 
helped with construction, education, and nutrition.   
 
Through the Cuba/Florida Covenant, later renamed Methodists 
United in Prayer, we have supported our sister church in Cuba. 
Under the leadership of Cuban born church member Elio Muller, it 
expanded and birthed other daughter churches, supported the 
seminary, and provided support for local churches. We have sent 
teams to serve, pray, and worship together with our Cuban 
friends. 
 



 

 

Hyde Park is also fortunate to have hosted South African leaders 
such as Bishop Peter Storey. He introduced us to ministry 
partners in South Africa such as Upper Room South Africa, FLOC 
(For the Love of Children) preschool, The Seth Mokitimi 
Theological Seminary, Phakamisa providing training and 
resources to Grandmothers raising grandchildren. Hyde Park sent 
mission teams to visit these partners and build on our shared 
ministry together. Hyde Park church members Doug and Cheri 
Roland moved to South Africa for several years and set up the 

field education program for the Seth Mokitimi Theological 
Seminary.  
 
For Hyde Park, Making God’s Love Real is not just a slogan.  It is 
what guides all of our ministries, especially mission and outreach. 
We recognize it as a part of our discipleship and faithfulness to 
our membership vows.   
 
And now, twenty years after Charley, Frances, Ivan, and Jeanne 
crossed our state and we launched our disaster response 
ministry, Hurricane Helene brought record storm surge to our 
doorstep. We are again called to love and serve our devastated 
neighbors right here in South Tampa and on Davis Islands and 
beyond.  And just like before, Hyde Park is answering the call.  
 
 

  
 


