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and social service providers in Central
Oregon alike, as the only place in Central
Oregon where homeless people can receive
a comprehensive span of services in one
place.

“This is a huge hub in the community,”
Britta Schroeter Phillips, the community
outreach advocate for Thrive Central
Oregon, a social service agency, said.
“There’s so many services.”

Schroeter Phillips works in the café, and
on this day met with nearly a dozen
homeless people in less than three hours to
talk about housing. “This is my craziest
site,” she said, referring to the level of need
and amount of people she sees.

The Back Door Café is low-barrier,
meaning that anyone, regardless of their
criminal history, drug or alcohol use, can
come to the café and use its services, as
long as they’re not belligerent or disruptive.

There are very few low-barrier services in
Central Oregon. The largest shelters in the
region, the Bethlehem Inn, requires people
seeking shelter pass a breath analysis test, a
drug test, and cannot be a registered sex
offender. The other yearround shelter in
Central Oregon, the Shepherd’s Door, has
similar requirements.

“You just come as you are,” Witte said.

OZENS OF HOMELESS PEOPLE

walk up to Witte with all manner of
concerns, questions, asking for help. One
man tells her he needs $11.89 for a
prescription refill. He’s also received a
utility shut-off notice from the city of Bend
because he owes $52.

Witte signs him up for Compassionate
Care, a fund Witte started and generated
from the church’s Communion donations,
which pays up to $100 for emergency
needs: buying gas, propane for heating,
back utilities payments to avoid shut off,
fees for getting state-issued identification
or birth certificates, even rent assistance.

“We’ll see what we can do to help you
out,” Witte assured the man.

Another homeless man, who Stacey
recognizes from camp visits, walks up to
her office doorway.

Conversations about camping - where
people are camping, if it’s safe — is one
Stacey is having more and more frequently,
as more people, unable to afford housing,
become homeless and are forced to camp
outdoors. _

“They’re steadily increasing,” Stacey said.
“We got a whole group of folks that were
barely making it and now they’ve just fallen
off to the other end (to homelessness).”

She is always assuring people that she
can help, that something can be done. She
rarely says no.

Witte is energetic - she is constantly
walking around the café space to say hello
to people, give them gentle hugs and check
in on them, as does her cadre of volunteers.
She has a quick and infectious smile and
laugh, a buoyant personality that is a balm"
to the homeless people she encounters.

She works half-time as Bend Church’s
director of homeless outreach and spends
the other half of the time going out to the
homeless camps around Bend.

“I think her work probably never ends,”
Janet Brynteson, 64, a retired teacher who
volunteers at the café, said.

Witte will often drive people to their
appointments - often the hospital, the DMV
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or other state agencies. She readily gives
out her cell number and often texts with
people throughout the day and night.

Ellis Lay, 76, began volunteering at the
Back Door Cafe soon after she and her
husband moved from Austin, Texas last
summer. Each Wednesday, she hands out
mail. “There’s a great need here,” she said.

“I like to make myself useful.”
People most frequently receive mail from

the State of Oregon, whether it’s from the
Department of Human Services, a new

piece of identification, or something
perhaps less unsavory. “Sometimes they
really don’t want what they get,” she said.
“Every once in a while there’s a personal
letter that comes through.”

“I have seen a lot of pain in people’s
faces,” Lay said of the café’s customers.
“You can tell that they need help. That
they’re scared or don’t know what to do.”

“I have seen a lot of love shared
(between) these people,” she continued.
“They really cared about each other.”

The Back Door Café was started years
ago by two members of Bend Church.
With a background in nursing and social
services, Witte has built the Café up to the
robust entity it is today.

Brynteson remembers once watching
Witte interact with a person who had
never come to the Back Door Café before.
Brynteson remembers that Witte said
what she always says when someone new
comes in -“What is your name?” and “I'm -
so glad you're here.”

“As soon as she said that, their whole
face changed,” Brynteson said, realizing
that someone cared about them.

And she knows everyone’s names.

“She always knows my name,” said Kate
Bennett, a 61-year-old woman and Back
Door Café customer who suffers from
dementia. “I don’t remember my name ‘til
noon sometimes. I mean, she is just on it.”

That morning, Witte had spotted Bennett
outside of her office. “Kate!” she called. “I
have something for you.” Witte hands her
two crossword puzzle books.

Bennett does crossword puzzles, which

she and her doctors believe help prevent
her dementia from worsening. “You are the

See RURAL HOUSING, page 12

T




