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SAN ANTONIO • With 19 
delivery locations, more than 
233,000 meals served and 647 
volunteers, St. Francis of  As-
sisi’s Mobile Loaves and Fishes 
(MLF) ministry had much to 
celebrate at their sixth anniver-
sary potluck dinner on May 24. 

Founded in Austin in 1998, 
the ministry’s guiding prin-
ciple has been “providing per-
manent, sustainable solutions 
for the chronically homeless, 
with compassion, love and 
dignity.”  Now a nation-wide 
movement, it is active in Mas-
sachusetts, Minnesota, Rhode 
Island and Texas. The Austin-
based MLF program and its 
affiliates have served over 3.3 
million meals 
to date. 

Making this 
year’s anni-
versary event 
extra special 
was its guest 
speaker — 
Alan Graham, 
founder of  
Mobile Loaves 
and Fishes, who was inspired 
to initiate this ministry by a 
CRHP (Christ Renews His Par-
ish) retreat and hearing from a 
friend about a program in Cor-
pus Christi in which multiple 
churches came together on 
cold winter nights to feed the 
homeless. An entrepreneur by 
nature, Graham came up with 
the idea of  catering trucks as 
distribution vehicles through 
which those who have in abun-
dance could give to those with 
less.

Graham’s presentation began 
with a video on MLF’s newest 
project, Community First. In it, 
he noted that the ministry has 
been “going out into the bowels 
of  the streets of  Austin, Texas, 
serving those who are chroni-
cally homeless” for 14 years. 
Over these years, they have 
learned the number one cause 
of  homelessness is broken 
families, meaning there is no 

one there to offer those on the 
streets the help they need — an 
absence MLF has attempted to 
fill. Part of  this involves find-
ing these individuals simple 
but meaningful jobs.

MLF’s new project takes all 
of  their past efforts to a new 
level, Graham said, and could 
revolutionize the housing 
movement in the United States. 
What is shaping up is a 27-acre 
master plan community in far 
east Austin which will house 
about 200 individuals in a com-
munity of  refurbished recre-
ational vehicles, park model 
homes, canvas-sided guest 
cottages and micro homes 
developed in partnership with 
the University of  Texas School 
of  Architecture. Amenities will 
include a church, large garden 
area, chickens producing eggs, 
workshop and fully equipped 
medical facility staffed by 
medical volunteers.

Those who will be helped are 
people who have lived on the 
streets for many years, “God’s 
beautiful but broken children,” 
he explained, and like everyone 
they long for a “home,” one 
which Community First will 
provide. “We know that God’s 
commanded us to go out and 
serve the least of  our broth-
ers and sisters,” said Graham, 
“and so that’s simply what we 
are doing.”

Relating his own background, 
Graham described a loving and 
strongly religious mother with 
severe mental health issues 
that plagued her throughout 
her life and included multiple 
long-term episodes of  institu-
tionalization. “The character, 
the human being that she was 
formed who God has allowed 
me to become today,” he said.

Despite a dysfunctional child-
hood, Graham has a solid fam-
ily life today. He and his wife 
will have been married 29 years 
in September, and in addition 
to four biological children, 
have raised a niece and taken 
various homeless under their 
wing and into their home.

The foundation for every-

thing in Community First is 
based on Genesis: Chapter 2, 
Verse 15, he related — “Then 
the Lord took the man and 
settled him in the Garden of  
Eden to cultivate and care for 
it.” “Settled” is the key word, 
he explained, for being settled 
and at peace with one another 
allows us to take the gifts God 
has given us and use them to 
further his kingdom by caring 
for others.

What is so awesome about 
the Mobile Loaves and Fishes 
trucks, he said, is that “we get 
to go out on that truck and 
we get to encounter and build 
relationship with other human 
beings — and begin to care 
for those other human beings 
and not worry about what we 
need.” It is imperative, he said, 
that we look into the eyes of  
everyone and see the created 
image of  Christ.

Graham then spoke of  some 
of  the homeless he has worked 
with in the MLF ministry. 
There was Taz, a former addict 
in his 50s and an “awesome hu-
man being,” whose father pun-
ished him as a 9-year-old child 
by forcing a hot iron against 
his bare arm until the flesh 
melted off. A woman, born 
without limbs to an abusive 
mother who had taken thalido-
mide, had lived in a wheelchair 
on the streets for nine years 
when MLF discovered her.

“The stories are incredible 
about what’s happened in these 
family losses,” said Graham, 
who added that everyone has a 
yearning “to be wanted, to be 
cared for, to be touched, to be 
prayed with, to be snuggled, 
to be honored — all the things 
that are important to you and I 
as human beings.”

In the ques-
tion and answer 
session that fol-
lowed, he elabo-
rated on the 
housing 
that Com-
munity 
First 
will 
offer. 
The 400 
square 
foot 
park 

model homes will rent for $375 
a month. The 285 square foot 
recreational vehicles rent for 
$325 monthly. Both of  these 
units are fully self-contained 
regarding water, sewer, show-
ers and kitchens and include 
$60 worth of  electricity 
monthly. 

Micro or mini houses are 144 
square feet with a loft and will 
rent for $200 a month, $6.50 a 
day. The canvas-sided guest cot-
tages (a name Graham prefers 
to use rather than “tent”) will 
rent for $90 a month or $3 a day. 
Both of  these units will have 
access to first class laundry, 
restroom and shower facilities, 
with restrooms and showers 
being private.

Everybody will pay rent, 
Graham notes, strongly believ-
ing in the “hand up” model. If  
people make the first effort on 
their own, First Community is 
there to provide support. 

All the units are built for 
single occupancy and not for 
roommates. “Even in the situa-
tion where we have a covenant 
between us and we love each 
other deeply,” he said, “it takes 
an extraordinary amount of  
effort to keep that relation-
ship solid.” Residents will be 
the chronically homeless — 
unaccompanied single males 
and females with disabling 
conditions who have lived on 
the streets for a long time. It 
is not a facility for families or 
children.

In addition to the food truck 
operation and the planned 
community, MLF has a third 
component — ROADS (Rela-

tionships and Opportunities 
Allowing for Dignity and 
Security) which creates 
an economic road to help 
the homeless off  the 
streets. These are people, 
explained Graham, 

who will never be W-2 
employable and 

cannot fit into 
jobs at Mc-

New things in store for Mobile Loaves and Fishes

Donald’s, Walmart, SeaWorld 
or the like. 

Graham has found the entre-
preneurial bent of  panhandlers 
fits well into mobile selling and 
ROADS has four street treat 
mobile vending bicycles in op-
eration, one each for selling ice 
cream, coffee, snacks and pie. 
Every item sells for a dollar, 
with the formerly street savvy 
individuals who operate them 
skilled in getting good-sized 
tips. The carts have health 
department mobile vending 
permits and there are relation-
ships with wholesale business-
es, such as Blue Bell Ice Cream. 
Operators make between $25 to 
$35 an hour. 

A woodwork shop also serves 
micro-businesses, bringing in 
income for individuals, with 
such items as simple wooden 
swings earning someone 
between $400 and $500 a month 
— enough to rent a place in 
Community First. “This is 
going to be a paradigm-shifting 
deal,” said Graham.

Julie Mellin, St. Francis 
of  Assisi Mobile Loaves and 
Fishes volunteer coordinator, 
had exciting news to report on 
local operations as well, noting 
the group has only six or seven 
open slots left on their weekly 
calendar of  providing twice 
daily meals. A new refugee 
community is being served, 
she reported, and St. Francis’ 
MLF has been able to expand 
services to Christian Assis-
tance Ministry (CAM). Also, a 
new website by John Deosdade 
has made a variety of  infor-
mation on the program easily 
accessible.

The big news though for St. 
Francis of  Assisi MLF was be-
ing approved to buy food from 
the San Antonio Food Bank, 
which means being able to pur-
chase items for 80 to 90 percent 
less than they had been paying 
elsewhere. “This is going to 
allow us to continue to expand 
our meals and also serve more 
food at every stop we go to,” 
she said, “and one of  the Food 
Bank’s goals is to get more food 

into the hands of  people 
that need it, through 

their part-
ners.”

Graham

QuickINFO
For more information on Mobile 
Loaves and Fishes at St. Francis of 
Assisi Parish, visit www.sfasat.org/mlf.  
For information on MLF’s Austin and 
national ministry, Community First 
and ROADS, visit www.mlf.org.
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Above, St. Francis of Assisi Mobile Loaves and Fishes prepares for a food 
delivery. Below, one of Austin MLF’s mobile vending bicycles which provides 
an economic road to help the homeless off the streets.


