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Pitman Potter has, what some would consider, a pretty 
comfortable position in life. 
As a well-respected Professor of Law at UBC Law Faculty, 
Pitman has a corner office in the new Law building at UBC 
with a coveted view north towards the sparkling waters of Howe 
Sound. Besides his academic responsibilities in the Law Faculty, 
Pitman is also the HSBC Chair in Asian Research at UBC’s 
Institute of Asian Research. He has published several books and 
over 100 articles and essays on Chinese law and policy. So for 
a man obviously at the pinnacle of his career one could assume 
that Pitman is content to coast on his professional successes 
from now through to retirement. But it becomes clear to anyone 
speaking with Pitman for more than a few minutes that this 
assumption would be incorrect. 
Pitman is also a graduate of VST (M.Div, 2008) and in addition 
to his academic career he currently serves as a Deacon in the 
Anglican Church of Canada. During his last term at VST before 
graduating in 2008, Pitman attended an Anglican synod where 
he met and was inspired by the work of Matthew Johnston, a 
worker in the downtown Eastside. As someone who grew up at 
the Washington Cathedral and was inspired by its commitment 
to ‘church on the street,’ Johnston’s work struck a chord with 
Pitman. Pulling aside a student colleague, Pitman formulated a 
plan to bring street ministry to his own neighborhood of West  
Point Grey. 
As those who are familiar enough with West Point Grey and 
who have eyes to see, downtown Vancouver and the Eastside are 
not the only areas in Vancouver where homelessness and poverty 

are experienced. In fact, the UBC Endowment Lands are home 
to numerous folk who are living rough, with encampments 
sprinkled throughout and within its perimeter. It’s also not 
unheard of to witness someone either sleeping in a shop 
doorway or to be confronted by someone looking for a hand-out 
in West Point Grey—perhaps just a little easier to ignore amidst 
the tree-lined, multi-million dollar residences and spacious 
parks. 
Pitman recognized that the need is there, but how to build a 
street ministry from the ground up? This was merely an idea; 
no funding or physical infrastructure in place—just something 
some VST student realized had been ignored as a pressing 
issue up to this point. So Pitman turned to the local Anglican 
parishes for help and support, namely the parishes of St. Philip’s,  
St. Anselm’s and St. Helen’s—all located in the West Point  
Grey area. 
And to their enormous credit, the parishes responded with great 
enthusiasm. Meetings were organized, training was embarked 
upon and key people from each parish were identified as project 
leaders. The first phase of this fledgling project resulted in 
teams of people walking the streets of West Point Grey in easily 
identifiable T-shirts to deliver care packages to the homeless 
and to ensure that these folks were also made aware of the social 
services available to them.
And an amazing thing happened; what was originally meant 
as a collaborative project between parishes ended up as a 
tremendous learning opportunity for all those involved, with 
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the teachers being the homeless themselves. As team members 
got to know and befriend their homeless neighbors, they were 
also given a keen object lesson on what was—and perhaps more 
importantly what was not—needed by those who live without 
proper food and shelter as a matter of course.  As Pitman 
observes, it was a process of transformation for all involved, and 
bridges of trust were built over time. Linkages were also forged 
between the parishes as the street ministry grew both in scope 
and credibility, and non-parishioners soon started to take notice 
and become involved in the project.  
This is not where the story ends, however. As the street ministry 
grew, it coincided with heightened attention being paid by 
the City of Vancouver and BC Housing to the plight of urban 
homelessness. By 2010, the West Point Grey street ministry was 
now on government’s radar as a community organization with 
legs and the ability to get things done. Another partnership 
was forming; this one between the civic government and the 
street ministry.  When trying to approach and address the issue 
of homelessness in West Point Grey, one of the critical pieces 
that the City of Vancouver could take advantage of through the 
project was the aforementioned trust that had been established 
between the street ministry and those on the streets themselves. 
In the past, for many of the homeless their only experience 
with those endeavoring to help them was endless bureaucracy; 
‘supportive’ housing made seemingly unattainable by the 
mountain of paperwork that is required in order to qualify for 
tenancy. Again, in stepped the street ministry with volunteers to 
help applicants tackle the necessary official documentation, and 
a willingness to address the agencies either holding or requiring 
that documentation. Pitman Potter credits his wife Vicki Potter 
for her tireless advocacy in helping to locate missing birth 
certificates, non-existent social insurance numbers and other 
vital statistical information to ease the process of application for 
their homeless friends in their search for a place to call home.  

This was the second phase of a project originally put in place 
to simply bring a little comfort to those caught in the vicious 
cycle of poverty. Now as a qualified referring agency, the street 
ministry has been instrumental in helping to place 15 men in 
supportive housing at 17th and Dunbar, and more recently, 
another 12 into a home at 7th and Fir. All these men had 
previously lived in the West Point Grey area, and all had been 
homeless for at least 10 years prior to placement.
While this is a remarkable outcome in a relatively short period 
of time, Pitman Potter is quick to point out that it has not 
been without obstacles, and sometimes heartbreak. To begin 
with, some of those who now find themselves with a roof over 
their heads for the first time in years have had a big adjustment 
to make. For many, four walls and a ceiling had come to 
represent a place associated with abuse, imprisonment, or the 
loss of freedom to control their own destinies. It’s taken some 
convincing that a real home is a place where they aren’t locked 
in, and where they can come and go as they choose. And just 
being in a comfortable and safe environment isn’t enough to 
ensure that all the other attendant difficulties of poverty—
addiction being the chief amongst them—simply disappear 
overnight. There have been struggles and tragedies—four of his 
homeless friends have succumbed to the years of accumulated 
abuse and addiction since he started this project. In his role as 
Deacon, Pitman has presided over his share of funerals along the 
way, including one that was held in a vacant lot near the corner 
of Arbutus and Broadway. 
But the good stuff to come out of the street ministry is  
tangible and quantifiable, particularly in terms of those who 
have been assisted in finding a place to live. As Pitman states, 
life on the streets or in a tent in the woods leads a person to 
give up on hope and trust as a matter of self-preservation. This 
has started to shift in a very significant way amongst those 
with whom the street ministry have been working, while also 
being a profound and uplifting experience for those involved 
parishioners at St. Helen’s, St. Anselm’s and St. Philips, and 
those from the wider community. 
And one of the most gratifying and surprising outcomes for the 
street ministry participants? The fear is gone.  That fear which 
most of us have who have grown up in privilege and wealth, 
that somehow a connection with those who are less fortunate 
is a threat to our own well being. The fear of acknowledging 
that homelessness and poverty is present in one’s own chosen, 
upscale neighborhood, and is closer to our homes than the 
corner of Main and Hastings. For those participating in the 
street ministry, that fear is indeed gone, replaced with a wider 
and deeper understanding of all the forces that come into play 
which could steer a vulnerable  person towards poverty and 
homelessness, and a much greater compassion for those who 
ultimately find themselves on the streets. 
And the outcome for the homeless? For some of them— 
a package of dry clothes, a toothbrush, or some clean drinking 
water. To others—a home they can call their own.


