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Outline

1.Housing as a human right in 
contemporary theory and practice.

2.Housing as a human right in religious 
traditions.

3.Concluding notes from a Rochester, 
NY, experience.
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Why do most people not view housing as a 
human right?

What would it mean to say that housing is a 
human right?

We have seen many rights recognized……
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….we hold these truths to 
be self-evident, that all 
men (sic) are created 
equal, that they are 
endowed by their Creator 
with certain unalienable 
rights, that among these 
are life, liberty, and the 
pursuit of happiness….
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vHuman rights are prior to any legal 
codification.

vUS history is one of extending rights.

vWhen did housing begin to be thought of 
as a human right?
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The industrial era brought huge increases in population and 
housing needs.
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Many were overcrowded “work houses”
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As population spread to frontier towns large 
landowners assisted in the building of homes.
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Underground lodging for the poor in 
New York, around 1869
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In industrial towns factory housing 
estates were built.
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v But housing was not thought of 
as a human right. 

v Housing was related to 
productivity.

v The better the living condition, 
the more productive the worker.
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Images of slums in 
New York city, 
around 1880
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The first public housing projects in 
NYC were opened in 1935.
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Housing was viewed as a 
matter of welfare as it 
related to productivity 
and safety.
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The right of every 
American to a decent 

home…..

Everyone has the right 
to a standard of living 
adequate for the health 
and well-being of 
himself and his family, 
including food, clothing, 
housing……Article 25

19

20

ØThe need for affordable 
housing and/or assistance for 
the poor is now a moral duty 
and not simply a utilitarian 
response to an economic 
need.

ØBut there were flaws in how 
public housing was developed 
in the US.

The Federal Housing Authority’s
1934 housing plan led to the white 

flight to the suburbs.
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CERTIFICATION OF NONMEMBERSHIP IN SUBVERSIVE ORGANIZATIONS 
I hereby certify that I am not a member of any of the organizations listed in the 
document entitled "Consolidated List of Organizations Designated by the 
Attorney General of the United States as within Executive Order No. 10450," and 
that, to the best of my knowledge, information, and belief, no person who is to 
occupy the housing accommodations in connection with which this certificate is 
furnished (that is, the accommodations for which I am making, or have made, 
application) is a member of any such organization. I hereby further certify that I 
have carefully read or had read to me the document referred to in the preceding 
sentence. 

Signature __________________
WITNESS:_____________________Date:____________
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Glenwood Houses in Brooklyn, NY completed around 1950.
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Fair Housing Act 
1968

Brooke Amendment 
1969
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…more than eight million 
extremely low-income renter 
households are severely cost-
burdened, accounting for 
72.6% of all severely cost-
burdened renters in the 
country…..

Andrew Aurand et al., "The Gap: A Shortage of Affordable Homes," 
(Washngton DC: The National Low Income Housing Coalition, 2017)
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2. Housing as a human right in 
major religious traditions.
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Judaism

You were strangers in the land..

Abraham and the three 
visitors
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Judaism

The command to build a sukkah and live in it for a time each 
year reminds the Jews not only of their dependence on God 
and their status as guests but also of the obligation to extend 
the hospitality they have received to others, including 
strangers.

Hugh Cummins, “Sukkot: Levinas and the Festival of the Cabins”
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Christianity
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Christianity
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Islam

31

Islam
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Islam

Did He not find you an orphan and 
shelter you? (Q.93:6-11)
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vBy reminding us that the 
homeless are our neighbors 
religious wisdom demands 
that we treat housing as a 
human right.

vBut often the challenge is 
moving faith communities 
from doing the work of 
charity to the work of 
advocacy.

34

The Challenge:
v To encourage institutional support for 

Permanent Supportive Housing.

v To take on the role of being advocates 
for the chronically homeless, including:

Ø Fostering tenant’s rights associations.

Ø Identifying absentee and negligent 
landlords.

Ø Reviewing housing subsidy practices and 
their impact on rental costs.

Ø Advocating for changes in public policy.

3. Concluding remarks from my 

Rochester experience.
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Rochesterians 
Engaged in 
Action for the 
Chronically 
Homeless.

REACH

v Has housed over 150 men and women in low barrier 
shelters for the past three winters.

v Almost all of our guests are assessed by the VI-SPDAT on 
intake.

v As a result over 40% of our guests have been placed in 
supportive housing.

v Our support has come from many faith communities in 
the region with:

v Finances

v Evening meals

v Clothing and supplies.
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v Rehabbing houses for the homeless—a kind of Habitat 
for Humanity model.  We are currently in conversation 
with the City to acquire our first home.

v Repurposing a church building by converting it into 
permanent supportive housing. We are currently in 
conversation with a local church.

v Tiny Homes project.  Some of our members are 
actively exploring ways to implement a Tiny Homes 
project in our city.

v Advocacy in our faith communities for housing justice, 
and participating with the Housing Services Network by 
advocating for Housing First initiatives.
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Discussion Questions

• What challenges do you face in your 
city/town in the creation of permanent 
supportive housing?

• What role do you see local communities of 
faith playing in this challenge?

• What is the most important thing your 
agency can do to promote a conversation 
about housing as a human right?


